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ABSTRACT 
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF UNDERACHIEVING AND HIGH ACHIEVING 
AFRICAN HERITAGE HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS 
FEBRUARY 2003 
ERICKA J. FISHER, B. A., COLLEGE OF THE HOLY CROSS 
M.Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Maurianne Adams 
It was the purpose of this study to explore and compare the differences in self 
concept, academic behavior, and self-reported personal experiences, between a group of 
high achieving African heritage students and underachieving African heritage students. 
This study was designed in order to better understand the factors that contribute to the 
success or underachievement of African heritage students who are judged by their teachers 
to be academically capable of success. 
This is a comparative study, using a blend of qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies involving a sample of fourteen African heritage male and female high 
school students from one central Massachusetts high school. Data was drawn from focus 
groups, demographic profiles, and a self-concept assessment. This study was an 
exploratory study designed to identify factors related to black student academic 
achievement. The significant findings include differences in ethnic and linguistic 
background, participation in extracurricular activities, parental attitudes toward school, 
student attitudes toward school, and differences in the formation of goals. 
VI 
Based on this data one can conclude that the high achievers of African descent in 
this study are motivated and invested in their education as a result of various factors 
including family influences, self determination, and participation in organized 
extracurricular activities. One can also conclude that the underachievers in this study have 
been unable to achieve their full potential as a result of various factors that include family 
influences, peer influences, previous academic experiences, and lack of self motivation. 
This research can be beneficial to educators and researchers as they continue to unravel 
the complexities of academic achievement between and among students of color. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Problem and It’s Significance 
The black - white educational achievement gap has been documented as far back 
as the 1960’s (Hedges, 1999). For the purpose of this study the academic achievement 
gap refers to the disparity of educational attainment and outcomes between students of 
color and white school children within the United States school system, whether it be on 
tests, grades, placement in special education, or school dropouts. 
There is a large body of literature regarding the academic achievement gap 
between black and white students (Garibaldi, 1998; Hedges & Nowell, 1999; Jencks & 
Phillips, 1998; Roscigno, 1998). In the literature we see the following disparity in 
educational outcomes: 
• The typical African-American student continues to score 75% below white 
Americans on standardized tests. On some tests that number rises to 85% (Jencks & 
Phillips, 1998).* 
• Several government reports on the condition of education show that in 1999 
African-American students still remain below white students in writing, reading, and 
math test scores in grades four, eight, and twelve. The gap remained similar between 
1990 and 1998 with no significant change (A Report Card for the Nation and the 
States, 1999). 
* The said authors did not give a definition of what they deem to be a typical African-American student. 
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• The 1997 Condition of Education Report tells us that African-American students 
grades K-12 are being labeled by teachers and counselors as mentally retarded and of 
having serious emotional disturbances at a greater rate then that of white students. 
These students and other black students that are labeled as having learning disabilities 
are being placed into special education at an alarming rate in comparison to white 
students. 
The facts mentioned above clearly show many African-American students are in 
academic distress. Much of the literature focuses solely on the sociological factors that 
may contribute to the gap such as school and family structure, and socioeconomic status. 
Very few of these studies look at the gap from the perspective of African-American 
students or take into account the spectrum of factors that may produce and maintain the 
gap- 
Much of the discussion regarding the achievement gap focuses upon standardized 
tests, although review of grades on report cards for primary and secondary students shows 
a similar gap (Garibaldi, 1997; Grissmer et al., 1995; Entwisle, 1988). Studies have 
shown that even when teachers claim that two students have the same ability and 
performance level, the black student’s given grade on a report card is often lower than that 
of his/her white classmates (Entwisle, 1988). When teachers have difficulty relating to 
black students, communicating with black families, or form negative bias, the results for 
the students can be devastating, ranging from poor grades, to negative comments 
regarding behavior in formal school documents, to the placement of these students in 
special education sections (Entwisle, 1988). In the typical US school one can walk up and 
down the hallways and clearly determine which classes are honors or advanced and which 
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are standard, basic, or remedial simply by the number of students of color in any given 
classroom. The College Board, administrator of the SAT, is conducting large scale 
studies to understand why students of color are not performing as well as their white peers 
regardless of socioeconomic status (Jencks & Phillips, 1998). It is clear that across the 
board from report card grades to standardized test scores the achievement gap persists in 
the US school system. 
We can also see the ramifications of academic failure in school dropout rates. In 
1995, 19% of black adults ages 16-24 had repeated one or more grades compared to 12% 
of Whites. In 1996, 7% of black high school students dropped out compared to 4% of 
White students (US Department of Education, 1996). 
The Scholastical Assessment Test (SAT) scores show a gap of nearly 100 points 
between black and white students in each subject area. In 1997 the average verbal and 
math score for White students were 526 and 526 respectively. During the same year black 
students scored 434 and 423 respectively. When looking at state colleges and universities 
in Massachusetts the scores accepted for admission vary. At the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst the middle fifty percent of students, in 1998, had combined 
scores ranging from 1010 to 1230. The state schools have a policy that if you have a GPA 
lower than 2.7 on a 4.0 you must meet the following SAT scores: 
Table 1: Higher Education Coordinating Council Admissions Policy & Related 
Issues: Massachusetts State Schools Policy on SAT Scores 
GPA_Minimum SAT Score 
2.51-2.74 890 
2.41-2.50 930 
2.31-2.40 970 
2.21-2.30 1010 
2.11-2 20 1050 
2.01-2.10 1090 
2.0: 1130 
Source: Massachusetts Department of Education, 1996. 
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If this holds true for most state schools, then black students who have a combined 
average SAT score of 857 are in a very difficult situation, while their white peers whose 
average combined score is 1052 have a better opportunity of admission. Admission to 
private institutions are even more rigorous. The disparity in SAT scores could prevent 
some African-American students from attending college and ultimately impact their 
socioeconomic standing. One can see how the academic achievement gap could have 
devastating effects culminating with the SAT, ultimately having tragic consequences for 
black students interested in pursuing higher education (Digest of Education Statistics, 
1998). 
Research shows a disparity between black and white students on report card 
grades, standardized test scores, and placement in remedial and special education classes. 
It is clear that an academic achievement gap exists and that there is a substantial body of 
literature regarding the academic achievement gap between black and white students. This 
emphasis on white versus black students has neglected an important subset of the black 
student population in the United States which is made up of the many black students in US 
public schools who are academically successful. 
As with any population, there are African-American students who are performing 
equal to and better than their white classmates. These students are the high achievers who 
go through school excelling in academics and extracurricular activities. They take college 
entrance exams, go to college, some go on to graduate studies. Many go on to lead 
successful lives. They however, are not the majority. The question remains what can be 
done to assist African heritage students who are not performing well and who have 
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become so large in number that they have become the other half of the national 
phenomenon known as the academic achievement gap. 
There have been some studies with a focus on black student achievement and 
underachievement. Cross et al. (1999) discuss the implications of black identity in terms 
of educational outcomes. Ford (1996) examines strategies for reversing 
underachievement among gifted students. Teacher expectation and differential treatment 
has been shown to impact black students’ academic achievement (Rosigno, 1998; 
Ferguson, 2000). The pressures associated with test taking and the design of standardized 
tests have been linked to the academic underachievement of African-American students 
(Jencks, 1998; Steele, 1999). Steele (1992) and Ogbu (1991) show that the situational 
experiences African-American students face on a daily basis combined with their ethnic 
history in the US has lead to dissassociation and academic underachievement which Steele 
calls “stereotype threat”. It is this body of literature that I would like to contribute to 
through this research. 
It is the purpose of this study to explore the differences in self concept, academic 
behavior, and self-reported personal experiences, between high achieving African- 
American students and underachieving African-American students. This study is not 
intended to examine students who are failing at school. This study was designed in order 
to better understand the factors that contribute to the success or underachievement of 
African-American students who are judged by their teachers to be academically capable of 
success. In addition if particular factors found in this study are shown to have a direct 
impact on these students’ academic achievement, the results of this study could be utilized 
by parents, educators, and the students themselves in order to increase the academic 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF SIGNIFICANT LITERATURE 
In chapter one it was noted that an academic achievement gap exists, and that 
African-American students as a group are not achieving as well their white classmates. 
This chapter examines the literature regarding several factors that contribute to the 
academic success or failure of African-American students in the United States. This 
review of literature relating to the academic success or underachievement of African- 
American students includes the topics of family background, involvement and 
expectations; student self-concept; and oppositional behavior and identity. These factors 
were dominant themes in the literature regarding black student achievement in the United 
States. These factors are also utilized in chapters four and five to analyze the research 
findings. 
Family 
Much of the research conducted regarding the academic achievement gap between 
white students and African-American students concludes with the finding that family plays 
a significant part in determining the academic achievement of students (Tucker, Harris, 
Brady, & Herman, 1996). Whether it be the structure of the family, two parents in the 
household versus one, parental involvement, parental expectations, parental educational 
attainment, or family income, authors often yield results that would implicate the family as 
a possible explanation or contributing factor for academic failure or success (Roscigno, 
1999; Sanders, 1998; Ford et al., 1998). In this section the topic of family background is 
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shown to be inextricably linked to schools when discussing the academic achievement gap 
and African-American students. 
A quantitative study conducted by Bankston and Caldas (1998) explored the 
possible factors that contribute to the academic achievement gap in the United States. 
These authors were specifically focused on the factors that contribute to poor performance 
on standardized tests in de facto segregated schools (schools that are not legally 
segregated, but do have close to 100% of a particular ethnic or racial group). They 
utilized data from the 1990 Louisiana Graduation Exit Exam, which all students in 
Louisiana must pass to get their diploma. The data was collected from a random sample 
of 18,310 10th grade students all black or white. Mixed heritage and special education 
students were excluded from this study. There were four basic hypothesis in this study: 1) 
Black students score lower than whites on standardized tests by a significant margin; 2) 
Regardless of SES, the concentration of Blacks in a school has a negative impact on 
standardized test scores; 3) The concentration of Blacks in a school has a strong 
correlation of students from households headed by single females; and 4) The 
concentration of single, female headed families has a negative impact on test scores 
independent of SES (Bankston & Caldas, 1998). 
The researchers found that seventy-one percent of Black students scored below the 
median in comparison to thirty-four percent of white students (margins of more than 2:1). 
The number of students from single parent families within a school had a negative impact 
on standardized scores. The number of black students in a school also had a negative 
impact on academic achievement. They also found that socioeconomic factors of 
individuals and the school had an impact on test performance (Bankston & Caldas, 1998). 
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As you will see these findings are in direct contradiction to those of Ford et al. (1998) 
who claim that family structure has no impact on academic achievement. Bankston & 
Caldas go as far as to say that family structure (single, female headed versus two parent 
households) has a negative impact that cannot be connected to SES. 
In 1993 Ford utilized a sample of sixth through ninth grade black students who 
ranged from academically gifted to potentially gifted or academically average. She looked 
at two different family types: single versus two parent families and administered a Likert 
type survey in order to assess family achievement orientation, school attitudes, and the 
student’s achievement ideology. Ford found no significant differences in the academic 
achievement of students from single parent homes compared to students from two parent 
families. However, she did find that students from two parent families were labeled by 
teachers as gifted more often that students from single parent homes. There appeared to 
be no significant difference in values or attitudes regarding achievement in students from 
either group. Therefore, one must conclude from Ford’s study that teacher perception 
toward different family structures may play a role in the determination of academic success 
(Ford et al., 1993). 
As a continuation of her 1993 article. Ford et al. (1998) also examined the impact 
of family on academic achievement levels in black students. In 1995 the authors 
conducted 1-2 hour interviews with 140 students in grades 6-9. Fifty-five students lived 
with a single parent, 85 with both parents. The students ranged academically from 
average to gifted. The authors assessed the beliefs and behaviors of both parents and 
students regarding school. The authors findings contradict the claim that students from 
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single parent homes, or female headed homes, are at greater risk academically and states 
that these claims are not substantiated conclusively with data. 
In fact several studies have shown that if you control for income, the absence of a 
parent has no effect on student achievement (Hanushek, 1992). If single parent homes 
were the explanation for poor academic achievement, the United States as a whole would 
be in grave danger as the divorce rate steadily increases. The contradiction in findings 
may be due to the different populations studied. The Ford study utilized younger students 
than the Bankston & Caldas study. Also interesting is that the Ford study was a 
qualitative study relying heavily on interviews while the Bankston & Caldas study focused 
primarily on standardized test results. The qualitative study may have allowed the 
researches to go into more depth in exploring parental issues, whereas the quantitative 
study focused more on the statistical correlation between factors. By utilizing interviews 
the Ford study also included the perceptions of teachers, students, and family members. 
All that being said, according to Ford et al. what does seem to have a statistical impact on 
academic achievement is parental involvement (Ford et al., 1998; Delpit, 1995). 
Stein and Thorkildsen (1999) clarify the term parental involvement. Parental 
involvement in education consists of several components. These components are as 
follows: 
1) Parenting: parents provide a home environment that is conducive to learning and 
education. 
2) Communication: parents communicate with the school on a regular basis. 
3) Support: parents support the school through volunteerism and attending school events 
and activities. 
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4) Collaboration: parents collaborate with the school and community to benefit both the 
family and school. 
The above mentioned authors also conducted a review of the literature regarding 
parental involvement and found that there was a positive relationship between parental 
involvement and student achievement. The most important variable related to parental 
involvement appears to be parental expectations of student achievement. Barriers to 
parental involvement include lack of communication between school and family; language 
barriers and lack of diversity within the school staff; parents’ prior negative experiences 
within the educational system making it difficult to be involved (Stein & Thorkildsen, 
1999). It is clear that single parents and working parents of limited financial resources 
have limited time for parental involvement in the school and at home. Family structure 
may have an impact on achievement as it relates to time for parental involvement. 
VanTassel-Baska (1989) conducted a study utilizing 15 lower class gifted 
students, eight of whom were black. The research showed that the gifted black students 
with low socioeconomic status had parents and extended family who encouraged their 
independence, self confidence and self motivation. Her research also showed that parental 
economic status and educational attainment level were not reliable predictors of students 
success. Parental support and involvement were key factors that contributed to student 
success. This research supports the idea that parental involvement and encouragement as 
it pertains to academics has a positive impact on student achievement. 
Mavis Sanders (1998) also conducted a study of black academic achievement. In 
1993 the author submitted a questionnaire to 827 students attending eighth grade in the 
same district of a city in the southeastern United States. Ninety percent of the students in 
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the district were African-American. The questionnaire measured the following variables: 
teacher support, parental support, church involvement, achievement ideology, academic 
self-concept, school behavior, academic achievement, and various background variables. 
A follow up interview was conducted with 40 students. Sanders concludes that support at 
home, school, and church does influence students’ academic self concept and academic 
achievement (Sanders, 1998). 
Roscigno (1999) draws on data from the restricted-use National Educational 
Longitudinal Survey and 1990 Census data to unravel the complexities of the gap, family - 
school links, and the importance of environment or locality. What has been documented 
through various studies is that socioeconomic factors are important when looking at the 
achievement gap, yet socioeconomic factors do not explain the gap in its’ entirety due to 
the interaction of SES with other variables (Roscigno and Ainsworth-Damell, 1999). 
Single parents tend to have more responsibilities and demands resulting in less time to 
participate in school activities or student supervision. Lack of parental involvement in 
school activities and student supervision has a negative impact on student achievement 
(Downey, 1995). Roscigno links family background with school and classroom 
inequalities to provide another possible explanation for the disparity in educational 
achievement. He points to the fact that teachers have lower expectations for students 
from lower SES and this in turn leads to academic track placements influenced by SES. 
The author claims this places black children at a distinct disadvantage because large 
number of black students are in a lower SES bracket (Roscigno, 1999). 
Roscigno argues that a major way in which family SES and structural differences 
impact educational achievement is through the impact it has on teacher expectations and 
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academic placement through tracking. He also points out that family SES impacts the 
racial and class composition of the school the child attends, and therefore, impacts student 
resources (figure 1). 
Figure 1. Conceptualization of Race and Its Influence on Achievement through Family 
Background and Classroom/School Attributes and Processes 
Moth and Reading 
Achievement 
Source: Roscigno, p.161,1999. 
Roscigno utilizes research focusing on poor neighborhoods and cities, as well as 
the history of the labor market for the black population and its effects on achievement to 
highlight the importance of place (Walters and James, 1992; Parcel and Geschwender, 
1995; and Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and Aber, 1997). Student values as they pertain to 
schooling are shaped by the economic structure and opportunity available to them. If 
students and their families believe there are no economic options they may develop 
lowered expectations and lack of investment in education. 
Based on the analysis of data, Roscigno finds that black students are twice as likely 
to come from homes without two parents present. Black families also have an average 
income of $20,000 less per year in comparison to white families in the study. White 
students are 10% more likely to be placed in a higher academic track and teacher 
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attend primarily black segregated schools (>75% black). Twenty-two percent of black 
students attend this type of school in comparison to 1% of Whites. On the other hand 
60% of Whites attend primarily white segregated schools (>95% White). Black students 
are also twice as likely to receive free or reduced cost lunch. 
Roscigno finds that there is a academic achievement gap between black and white 
students. Through his analysis, the data would suggest that family background 
differences explain approximately 22% of the gap. There is a decline in achievement for 
students in nontraditional households, and for those with siblings. Referring back to the 
literature on parental involvement, the demands of non traditional households and 
households with siblings may limit the time parents have to become involved in the 
education process. Classroom and school composition, expectations by teachers, and 
track placement account for approximately 20% of the gap. Therefore, 42% of the 
achievement gap can be explained by family background and classroom/school 
characteristics (Roscigno, 1999). Roscigno also shows that student achievement drops in 
proportion to each percent of students on free or reduced cost lunch. He concludes by 
noting that all of these points are interrelated when looking at the achievement gap. We 
cannot truly and clearly separate the effects of place, socioeconomic factors, and family 
structure. 
This section documents the importance of examining family background and 
involvement as contributing factors in explaining the academic achievement of students. 
Family background and involvement cannot stand in isolation. In fact, as we will see in the 
following sections on self-concept and oppositional behavior, factors that contribute to 
academic achievement are often linked to one another. 
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Self-Concept 
Self-concept is multidimensional. Self-concept includes cognitive, affective, and 
behavioral aspects, and how individuals view themselves in these areas (Byrne, 1996). 
Self-concept is different from self-esteem. A student may have a low academic self- 
concept but if academics hold little importance for the student their self-esteem will not be 
impacted. Therefore, students may have a high overall self-concept and self-esteem while 
holding a low self-concept in particular areas (Byrne, 1996; Hattie, 1992). This will 
become more apparent when examining the findings in this study. Students have 
multidimensional identities and their lives as students and academic self is just one 
dimension. 
Academic self-concept refers is a student’s self-assessment of his or her academic 
ability as compared with other students (Cokley, 2000). Academic self concept has a 
strong correlation to grade point average according to Witherspoon et al. (1997). Justice 
et al. (1999) conducted a study on self-perception among African-American preschoolers 
and achievement. Justice and her colleagues found that early perceptions of self impact 
early academic achievement among black students. Hansford and Hattie’s (1982) meta¬ 
analysis of 128 studies, and Hamachek’s (1995) review of literature regarding self-concept 
and school achievement both showed a significant linkage between self-concept and 
academic achievement. In these studies, academic achievement is impacted by how a 
students feels about themselves in the classroom. 
The academic self concept develops during the school years. With proper 
communication and interaction within school and with family the academic self can grow 
and flourish. If there are negative episodes, interaction, or perceptions held by the student 
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the academic self concept will be low. Academic self concept is ultimately acquired 
through social interaction with significant others, i.e. teachers, peers, family, etc. 
According to Reglin (1993) over eighty percent of all the students in his ethnically 
mixed study enter school feeling good about themselves and their ability to perform well 
academically. By the end of fifth grade that number is reduced to twenty percent and by 
high school graduation the number is at a dismal five percent. 
If in fact academic self concept impacts achievement it is important to understand 
why some students have a high academic self concept while others have a low academic 
self concept. Terenzini et al. (1996) found that several factors impact academic self 
concept. These factors include: out-of-class contact with teachers (if it is positive or 
negative), gender (females tend to have lower academic self concept), and class year 
(advanced students tend to have higher academic self concept due to their familiarity with 
the academic realm). 
Kaplan (1999) explored this issue in a study of black and Latino perceptions 
regarding academic achievement. She points out that a central key to students succeeding 
in school may be the relationship between their motivation and self-concept (Kaplan, 
1999). The author interviewed thirty-nine black and Latino low income urban 
adolescents. This study shows that minority students are often faced with the disapproval 
of peers when attempting to achieve academically. This topic will be explored further in 
the next section. Fisher (2000) points out that peers play a significant role in a student’s 
life. Black students list peers third among the most influential people in terms of impact 
on their educational goals. Kaplan’s study shows that if the student has peers (minority) 
that are attempting to succeed academically and a solid support system of family and 
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educational professionals, the student is able to transcend the opinions of friends who 
devalue academic achievement and pursue academic success (Kaplan, 1999). Therefore, 
peers are shown to have a differential influence on student motivation/achievement. With 
a support network negative peer influence can be voided and a strong academic concept 
developed. 
Garzarelli et al. (1993) studied sixty-six students half of whom were academically 
gifted, the other half of whom were academically weak. The ethnic background on 
students in this study were as follows: forty, white; twenty black; five Hispanic; and one 
Native American. They were asked several demographic questions and administered a 
self-concept assessment. The findings of this research show that academic self-concept 
and academic achievement are related only among academically strong students. There is 
no significant difference in total self-concept between the academically gifted or weak 
students. The researchers found that the two groups varied as to what their self-concept 
is associated with, i.e. sports, grades, home life, etc. 
This section clearly documents some ways in which students’ academic self 
concept may impact achievement. The students’ family, school, and peers factor into the 
development of the academic self concept as it emerges through social interaction. A 
positive academic self concept, or the belief that one can succeed academically, enables 
students to persevere even during times of academic challenges (Ford, 1996). A poor 
academic self concept can give way to academic failure and dissassociation with the 
schooling process. Steele (1992) discusses the idea of self in terms of black academic 
achievement. He feels that due to the racial vulnerability and deficits that black children 
face on a day to day basis in US schools, they must psychological protect themselves by 
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disidentifying with school. It may be that these students have developed a low academic 
self concept or, as we will see in the next section, they may have developed various coping 
mechanisms to deal with the oppression they face in US culture. 
Oppositional Behavior & Identity 
In this section I will discuss African-American identity and oppositional behavior. 
This is not a case of blaming the victim. Rather, it is an attempt to understand what some 
students’ themselves are thinking and feeling regarding the system education. 
Possibly one of the most widely referenced authors in the discussion of 
explanations for black student academic failure is John Ogbu. Ogbu and Fordham’s 
(1986) article on the burden of acting White focuses on the pressures black students may 
feel in regard to choosing between academic failure or success. Based on the historical 
status of African-American people in the US African-American students in the US may 
experience a disconnect from investment in academics.* The experience of African- 
Americans in the United States differs from other ethnic groups for several reasons. The 
involuntary entrance into the US through the system of slavery produced a system of racial 
stratification. Racial stratification in this society has led to increased levels of poverty, 
unemployment, and substandard education within the African-American community. 
African-American individuals often do not see the value in education because of the “job 
ceiling”. Ogbu, much like Roscigno, offers the suggestion that Black people are at a 
disadvantage in this society and do not have the economic opportunities as White 
Americans. As a result, some Black individuals may not see the value of education as a 
It is important to note that Ogbu acknowledges that one cannot generalize to an entire population and 
there is variation in terms of coping mechanisms within the African-American population. 
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means to obtaining financial stability or social mobility. According to Ogbu, African- 
American students view education as a tool useful for white people in US society, leading 
to black students attributing doing well in school to white students. In order to keep their 
own identity and not be accused of acting white they do not perform as well as they could 
in school (Ogbu and Fordham, 1986). The authors suggest that African-American 
students are concerned with being accused of acting “white” and this concern impacts 
academic achievement. Black students may limit themselves academically in order to fit in 
with their peers. 
Ogbu (1991) suggests minority groups adapt differently to US society based on 
how the minority group entered into the US. He puts forth the idea of voluntary 
minorities, who come to this country voluntarily seeking to fulfill the “American Dream”, 
and involuntary minorities were forced to become members of American society through 
slavery or colonialization. Ogbu believes that involuntary minorities such as African- 
American suffer from what he calls “low effort syndrome”. 
Ogbu suggests that African-American students do not have the academic success 
of other minority groups or white students due in part to their sociohistorical experience in 
the US. During slavery individuals of African descent were involuntary minorities brought 
to the US and placed into a subordinate “caste” position in society. A job ceiling was put 
in place in the US that denied African-American individuals access to social upward 
mobility. Therefore, many African-American individuals developed a belief system and 
coping mechanisms that discounted formal education and the formal system that promotes 
social mobility. For decades many non-immigrant (involuntary) African-American adults 
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have been denied jobs and placed into a subordinate position in US society, therefore, they 
developed coping mechanisms in order to make sense of the situation. 
Ogbu suggests that an oppositional identity and culture has developed based on the 
history of most blacks in the United States. Ogbu clarifies the concept of oppositional 
identity by utilizing the term cultural inversion (Ogbu, 1991). Cultural inversion refers to 
the process whereby symbols, whether it dress or language, and behaviors that are 
associated with a dominant culture are deemed inappropriate for a subordinate culture. 
Cultural inversion eventual leads to an “alternative cultural frame of reference”, meaning 
that some African-American individuals have a different set of values than Whites. 
Furthermore, this set of values held by African-Americans is in direct opposition to white 
culture due to the fact that African-American culture is oppositional in form and function. 
Many African-American students may attribute academics, doing well in school, and the 
use of standard English as acting white. Historically, African-American individuals have 
been unable to succeed, as a whole in white culture. In order to cope African-American 
students have there own ideal in which they emulate and promote. Students that do 
succeed in school often have to have a double consciousness or hide their success in order 
to not be accused of “acting White” (Ogbu, 1991). 
According to Ogbu, the black experience in the United States has contributed to 
the failure of many African-American students. Based on the historical experiences of 
African-American parents in our society, parents often pass on to their children the belief 
that society will not reward their educational accomplishments as much as they do white 
students. According to Ogbu, many African-American students do not see any point in 
working hard, or maintaining their effort long enough to achieve academically. Figure 2 
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shows how the experience of slavery has contributed to the low effort syndrome that many 
African-American students experience. I agree with Ogbu’s assessment of voluntary and 
involuntary immigrant populations. However, I would argue that most black students do 
not focus on white individuals, nor do they gauge their academic successes or failures on 
“whiteness”. Rather, some black students are motivated in areas other than academics 
that they view as rewarding. By this I am suggesting that many black students opt for 
activities and pursuits that they have seen benefit those like themselves. I would argue this 
is not due to the development of an oppositional identity, rather the result of rejection by 
the dominant culture. Many black students are ambitious and may only exhibit the “low 
effort syndrome” as it relates to academics. 
Figure 2. Minority Coping Responses and School Experience. 
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Ainsworth-Damell and Downey (1998) also level strong criticisms at Ogbu’s 
oppositional culture explanation. They utilize data from the National Education 
Longitudinal Study, primarily focusing on African-Americans, Asians, and white students 
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to argue that many African-American students are actually more optimistic about future 
employment than white students and they also perceive education as key to getting these 
jobs at a higher percent than white students. 
Ainsworth-Damell and Downey also critique Ogbu’s second hypothesis that 
African-Americans are more resistant to school based on how they were treated 
historically is also flawed. They cite reports by teachers do indeed document black 
students as being in trouble more often than Whites, as well as, putting forth less effort. 
However, they argue this may have more to do with teacher perception than student 
beliefs. When assessing concrete attitudes of students, blacks tend to have more positive 
attitudes toward school than their white classmates (Ainsworth-Damell and Downey, 
1998). Ainsworth-Damell and Downey claim to see a positive correlation between being 
black and being a good student, meaning black students are not treated negatively by their 
peers when they are academically successful. African heritage students are optimistic 
regarding education even though they are not performing as well in school. The authors 
suggest that rather than looking at black students as being in opposition to the schooling 
process, we acknowledge the fact that some black students are more positive than Whites 
toward school. These authors believe the problem lies in the fact that black individuals do 
not have the material resources, due to economic inequalities and racial segregation, to 
succeed in school (Ainsworth-Damell and Downey, 1998). 
It is clear that Ogbu and Ainsworth-Damell & Downey have differing opinions 
regarding this topic. Mickelson (1990) helps to clarify this contradiction. She 
differentiates between abstract and concrete attitudes toward education. The abstract 
attitude is the attitude of most people found in the dominant US culture, that education 
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improves one’s chances in life and social mobility. The concrete attitude is developed 
through what students themselves see happening in the lives of significant adults around 
them, and those people with similar backgrounds to the student. Therefore, the student 
may possess an abstract attitude that is very positive toward education while also 
possessing a concrete attitude that education is not likely to benefit him or her as an 
African heritage student. Given that in any study questions are phrased in various ways 
and in various formats, it is understandable that different studies may result in findings 
representing the concrete or abstract attitude of a student. It also explains how African - 
American students hold positive beliefs regarding education in a general sense and a belief 
that it will not benefit them on a personal level. 
It is clear from this discussion that students’ environments and ethnic history 
within a culture impact their identity and belief system regarding education. Attitudes 
toward education appear to develop over generations and are imbedded into individuals, 
families, communities, subcultures, and US society. 
Conclusion 
As the research has shown family, self concept, and cultural history, all contribute 
to the academic achievement of African-American students. The debate continues as to 
whether or not the traumatic history of the black community in the US has caused them to 
create an oppositional culture in order to make sense of their standing in this society. 
Ogbu’s critique of the black experience in the US in terms of oppositional culture 
does not fully explore the current state of the educational system. By relying on a 
historical context it neglects the impact of other factors that may contribute to the 
underachievement of black students. These factors include the current relationships in the 
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school between black students and teachers; the impact peers and family have on student 
achievement; student self-concept; and socioeconomic issues. Ogbu cites the development 
of oppositional culture while it may actually be a normal reaction to rejection. As we will 
see in chapter six the underachievers in this study do not necessarily fit into the Ogbu 
model. 
Another suggested possibility is that students experience trauma on an individual 
level, wherein, each student cannot handle the misconceptions about their race and 
stereotypes associated with it in the academic setting so they disidentify completely with 
school for psychological protection (Steele, 1992). Perhaps peer influence contributes to 
this problem by black students criticizing one another for getting good grades and joining 
the dominant white culture. Family and parental involvement play an integral role in 
encouraging students to achieve, yet lack of involvement can prove to have tragic 
consequences for underachievers on the cusp of success. Ultimately, it may be the 
students individual academic self-concept that defines them as students. 
In the following chapters the data on the high achieving and underachieving 
students of African descent will be presented. It will show whether any of these 
explanations are applicable to this data set and are able to explain the academic success 
and underachievement of these students. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND ANALYTICAL TECHNIQUES 
Introduction 
This study examined the educational experience of both underachieving and high 
achieving high school students of African descent in a city in Massachusetts. It was 
conducted in order to better understand the factors that contribute to the success or 
underachievement of African heritage students who are judged by their teachers to be 
academically capable of success, and does not include students who are failing, drop-outs, 
or students judged by teachers to be unable to cope with academic work. 
Teachers were asked to identify African-American students whom they considered 
to be high achievers or underachievers. What emerged from their lists were black students 
with distinct ethnic backgrounds many of whom were Afro-Caribbean or African but not 
African-American. Although all of the students were Black, recent African immigrants as 
well as African-Americans were nominated for this study. This was problematic because 
the teachers usage of the term African-American combines many different ethnic groups 
with differing histories in the US. Asa result the ethnic differences identified by Ogbu 
(1991) between involuntary African-Americans (those black students whose ancestry dates 
back to slavery) and voluntary immigrants sheds some light on my findings although I also 
critique Ogbu‘s analysis. For that reason in this study I had to rename the overall group as 
African heritage in order to make accurate distinctions in the data. In the following 
chapters there will be a clear distinction between the experiences and categorization of the 
African-American students in this study and the African immigrant students. 
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The terminology utilized in this study, underachiever and high achiever, tends to be 
somewhat ambiguous in the literature. The definition of what criteria makes a student a 
underachiever or a high achiever varies from educator to educator, and article to article. 
Some studies utilize test scores (Ford et al., 1998) to determine the students that are high 
achievers or underachievers. Others do not define the terms at all (Sizemore, 1990; 
Garzarelli et al., 1993). 
As a starting point, the following common definition used in educational studies 
will be used as the foundation for describing the criteria for gifted/high achieving students 
and underachievers. In 1981 Congress passed The Education Consolidation and 
Improvement Act defining “gifted” children as “children who give evidence of high 
performance capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, leadership capacity, 
or specific academic fields, ...” (Ford, 1993). According to this act students are identified 
as gifted by intellectual and aptitude tests as well as by teacher identification. Therefore, 
for the purpose of this study gifted/high achieving students were defined as those students 
who give evidence of high performance capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, 
artistic, leadership capacity, or specific academic fields as identified by their teachers. 
Utilizing this terminology is somewhat problematic. First, utilizing the term high 
achiever interchangeably with gifted is not necessarily accurate. However, there is no 
widely used common definition of high achiever. Therefore, adopting the legal definition 
of gifted and applying it to public high school student students was the best alternative. 
The definition of an academic underachiever also varies. Typically, the term 
academic underachiever refers to those students who appear to have high academic 
potential as measured by achievement tests or previous academic performance, but who 
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are not currently successful in school (Supplee, 1990). It is important to note that 
underachievers are not equivalent to poor or failing students who may do poorly on 
academic assessments or psychological assessments. The term underachiever can be 
applicable to all the areas previously mentioned regarding the high achievers, i.e. areas 
such as intellectual, creative, artistic, leadership capacity, or specific academic fields. For 
the purpose of this study the academic underachievers are those students who appear to 
have high academic potential as measured by achievement tests or previous academic 
performance or a particular identifiable behavior as identified by an education professional, 
but who are not successful in school. 
In this study teacher identification was used as the basis for student selection. 
Teachers were asked to identify African-American students whom they considered capable 
of high quality academic work and then to form two groups: those students who are 
currently successful in completing high quality work and those who are currently 
unsuccessful. Therefore, part of this study included asking teachers what specific criteria 
they use in identifying students as underachievers or high achievers. 
As noted in chapter two teacher identification can be problematic as judgments 
may be based on factors other than academic performance. However, this appeared to be 
the best starting point for this research for two reasons: first, teacher selection is currently 
the method used to track many students in US schools; and secondly, according to the 
literature teacher selection impacts academic placement even when testing is utilized 
(Entwisle, 1988; Roscigno, 1998; Fergusen, 2000). 
The school in this study does not use tests as a placement device. This school 
utilizes teacher selection with opportunities for parental input. Therefore given the power 
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of teacher identification for placement, as shown in the literature and at this site, teacher 
identification was used to select students for this study. 
Before moving to the discussion of the research design it is important to note the 
general questions that guided my research in this study. Given the adjustments made 
based on teacher selection of student participants, the overall questions that guide this 
research are as follows: 
• What experiences have underachieving and high achieving black students had in 
their lives that they feel were obstacles or barriers to succeeding in school? 
* If they overcame these obstacles, how did they overcome them? 
* If they were unable to overcome these obstacles, why were they unable? 
• What experiences have these students had in their lives that helped them to 
succeed in school? 
• What do they think could help them achieve more in the classroom? 
• How are the experiences and reflection of the high achieving and underachieving 
students similar and/or different? 
Epistemological Bases for Choosing a Triangulated Method with an Emergent 
Design 
This study was designed as an exploratory phenomenological study with the goal 
to better understand how high achieving and underachieving students of African descent 
make sense of their educational experiences. One of the primary research goals was to see 
how the factors related to these experiences impact their academic self. By academic self I 
mean their own feelings and thoughts regarding certain subject areas and their academic 
life as assessed by the students on a questionnaire (Ford, 1996). 
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A phenomenological approach focuses on the subject's perspective of his or her 
world and experiences (Creswell, 1998; Kvale, 1996; Marshall & Rossman, 1999). A 
phenomenological approach to this particular study is beneficial in order to gain an 
understanding of how a student’s documentation of interpersonal interaction (i.e. with 
peers, family, and school staff) and personal beliefs and processes relate to their daily 
activities as students. I hoped to examine the factors that aided them in achieving at 
school or hindered achievement. 
It is important to note that the factors will emerge through the students’ 
discussions of experience, and not from the researcher. An assumption of 
phenomenological research is that by talking to research subjects about their interpersonal 
relationships and independent academic experiences, and how they make meaning of these 
experiences, the researcher will acquire more knowledge about this phenomena. Through 
conversation with the students themselves I gained a clearer understanding of the 
experience that students of African descent face in US public schools and the hurdles that 
some students successfully surmount while others are less successful. 
This study comes out of a phenomenological tradition, utilizing a multimethod design or 
triangulation. Focus groups are the primary data source, supplemented by quantitative 
data drawn from demographic questionnaires and a quantitative self-concept self- 
assessment. The focus group method encourages students to discuss their experiences and 
opinions in an open, supportive environment. Focus groups are based on the premise that 
individuals' are encouraged to reflect on a topic and express their beliefs more readily in a 
group atmosphere (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). 
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This study had an emergent design. The methodology was refined as the study 
progressed. After conducting all of the focus groups, administering the Piers Harris and 
the demographic questionnaires, a preliminary analysis of the transcripts for emergent 
themes was conducted. At that time it was determined that no further interviews or groups 
needed to be conducted. The students in the focus groups were self-aware and provided 
in-depth responses to all questions. 
In addition to the focus groups there were two sources of quantitative data, the 
demographic questionnaire and the Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale. These will 
be discussed in the following sections. 
Research Design 
Focus Groups 
Pilot Testing 
The focus group interview guide was revised prior to the study based on feedback 
from high school teachers and students of African descent. The interview guide questions 
were posed to two teachers, a guidance counselor and four students who are not 
participating in this study or affiliated with the study site, and revisions were made to the 
interview questions specifically regarding the use of the terms underachiever and high 
achiever. These terms were acceptable and easily understood by the two teachers and the 
guidance counselor, whereas the high school students who were asked found the 
terminology difficult to relate to and in the interview process these terms were changed to 
such phrases as : “Students who are doing very well in school” and “Students who are not 
doing as well as they could, or are not trying as hard as they might . 
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Teacher Focus Group 
Teacher participation was requested by a letter to the teachers. The teachers also 
received a request from the principal for participation. Teachers were asked to identify 
five high achieving or gifted African-American students, and five underachieving African- 
American students . The teachers in this study identified an ethnically diverse black 
student sample resulting in the change in terminology to African heritage as the 
appropriate description for this sample of black students. For the purpose of this study the 
academic underachievers are those students who appear to have high academic potential 
as measured by achievement tests, previous academic performance, or a particular 
identifiable behavior as identified by an education professional, but who are not currently 
successful in school. The criteria they used for high achieving are those students who give 
evidence of high performance capability in areas such as intellectual, creative, artistic, 
leadership capacity, or specific academic fields. 
The teacher focus group was conducted first. My intention was to have a focus 
group of the four to six teachers that participated in submitting a list of high achievers and 
underachievers. Due to time conflicts one focus group took place with three teachers. 
The following day the fourth teacher was interviewed. As a result there was some 
unevenness in the data. The fourth teacher had much more airtime, and was also unable to 
respond to the comments of the other teachers. 
The teacher focus group and interview were no more than 45 minutes in length. 
The time limitations were based on teacher availability. The teacher focus group took 
place with an interview guide with a few open-ended questions, with probes (Appendix 
A). 
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The overall questions that guided this focus group are as follows: 
• How do you identify high achieving students? 
* What criteria did you use in selecting the high achievers in this study? 
* Did you find it difficult to identify high achieving students of African 
descent for this study? 
• How do you identify underachieving students? 
* What criteria did you use in selecting the underachieving students in this 
study? 
* Did you find it difficult to identify underachieving students of African 
descent for this study? 
The teacher focus group was conducted to gain an understanding of how teachers 
identify and classify students of African descent as either high achieving or gifted students, 
or underachievers. The questions were designed to explore the criteria used in identifying 
and labeling students of African descent. The questions were also designed to explore 
teacher perception regarding students of African heritage. The benefit to this approach 
was that the teachers provided a realistic view of how they evaluate the academic 
performance of students of African heritage in the classroom and how teachers identify 
and label these students. 
Student Focus Groups 
Following the completion of the teacher focus group the two student focus groups 
were held. Students were identified by the teachers utilizing the previously mentioned 
criteria. All participating students are of African heritage and in grades 9-12 at City High 
% 
School. I contacted the 26 students identified by teachers and requested their 
32 
participation in this study. The students were asked to participate in one of two separate 
focus groups, one consisting of high achieving students, the other consisting of 
underachieving students. Due to the unexpected busy and tightly packed schedules of the 
high achievers, two separate focus groups were conducted for them. The first group 
consisted of three students, resulting in more airtime for each student. This small group 
setting also enabled the students to go into more detail regarding their personal problems. 
The second high achiever focus group had six students. As with the teacher focus group 
and interview, having two focus groups of high achieving students of differing sizes 
resulted in asymmetry of data. 
The underachieving focus group resulted in a different set of problems for the 
original research design. Unlike the high achieving group, individual members of the 
underachieving group needed three face to face visits and several reminder notices in order 
to generate a group of five students from the thirteen underachievers originally identified 
by teachers. Two of eight students who did not participate had dropped out of school, 
two others had after school jobs, and the remaining four opted not to participate in the 
study. Therefore, the data collected from the underachievers comes from one focus 
group, a cohort half the size of the high achieving students. 
Each student focus group interview lasted no longer than 1.5 hours and was tape 
recorded with three separate recording devices (Creswell, 1998; Kvale, 1996; Marshall & 
Rossman, 1999). The interviews were audio-taped from various locations in the room to 
get as much of the focus group dialogue and side remarks among participants as possible. 
Prior to the student focus groups a brief meeting with the students was arranged 
in order to explain the purpose of the study and supply the parental consent form. A 
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commitment to confidentiality was made during this meeting and on the parental/student 
consent form (Appendix B). The agreement of confidentiality included my agreement to 
keep the participant names confidential. It also included the student participants 
agreement to keep the names of other participants and the contents of the discussions 
confidential. Students were again reminded about confidentiality before each focus group. 
Teachers were assured that students would not know who identified them and students 
were assured that their names would not be given to teachers, staff, or other students. All 
involved were told that this study was being conducted for a dissertation and could result 
in publication. I then made a verbal commitment to share the results of this study with the 
school principal and the participants of the study. 
At the beginning of each focus group students were reminded about confidentiality 
and then asked to fill out a short demographic questionnaire and the Piers-Harris 
Children’s Self-Concept Scale (PHCSCS). The 1.5 hour focus group then took place. 
Both student groups (high achievers and under achievers) were asked similar questions, 
using similar probes, relating to their academic experience. However, the researcher 
allowed the interviewees to report their experiences in their own way given that the 
student focus groups were based on how students make meaning of their academic 
experience. The overall questions that guided these focus groups are as follows (Appendix 
C): 
• Are there experiences that you have had in your lives that you feel were obstacles 
or barriers to succeeding in school? 
* Were you able to get by these obstacles, if yes, how? 
% 
* If no, why not? 
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• What experiences have you had in your life that has helped you to succeed in 
school? 
• What do you think could help you achieve more in the classroom? 
An emergent design was selected for this study due to the nature of qualitative 
research. The anticipated quality of data from focus groups depend specifically on memory 
and self-awareness in linking factors of classroom achievement. However, going into the 
study I had no way of knowing whether students would have sufficient memory or self- 
awareness. As a result two possible lines of inquiry were put forth at the time of the 
research design. The first design method utilized the focus groups in combination with the 
questionnaire and self-concept assessment. The second option included the possibility of 
additional focus groups or in-depth individual interviews. The second option was to be 
utilized only if students did not provide sufficient data from the analysis of events or self 
i 
awareness within the initial focus group discussions. 
Demographic Questionnaire 
In this study two forms of quantitative data were collected from the students, the 
demographic questionnaire and the Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale (PHCSCS). 
Before the PHCSC was administered or the focus group conducted the students were 
asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire (Appendix D). The demographic 
questionnaire contained questions regarding ethnicity, age, gender, parental education, 
family socioeconomic status, and extra curricular activities. The demographic 
questionnaire was designed to acquire background information on the students. It was 
used later to determine if there were any commonalities within the high achieving or 
* 
underachieving groups or between group differences. This quantitative measure gave 
35 
added depth to the data and allowed me to frame the groups within some demographic 
boundaries. 
Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale 
The students also completed the Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale 
(PHCSCS) (Appendix E). The PHCSCS has been selected as the quantitative instrument 
to supplement the focus group data (Piers & Harris, 1999). The PHCSCS has been 
reviewed by several authors (Wylie, 1989; Hattie, 1992; Byrne, 1996). Both Hattie 
(1992) and Wylie (1989) report the PHCSCS as the instrument used in over 300 studies. 
Byrne (1996) cites the PHCSCS as being the most widely used self-concept assessment 
scale for children. Although other scales were researched the Piers-Harris appeared to be 
the most widely used and appropriate for this age group. 
The PHCSCS was created because self-concept is a phenomenological concept 
that can only be determined through self-report of attitudes and behaviors. Self-concept 
refers to self perceptions regarding important aspects of our lives, in other words, how we 
view ourselves. The design of the PHCSCS also incorporates fundamental assumptions 
regarding self-concept: that self-concept is phenomenological; global and specific 
dimensions; shaped by experience; not easily changed; become more stable as we age; that 
is both self descriptive (as children describe themselves) and self evaluative (children 
assess and compare themselves to others); and finally, self-concept plays in integral role in 
motivation. The purpose of utilizing the scale in this study was to identify: I) if the 
students have high, moderate, or low academic self concept; II) how academic self 
concept compares to the other five self concept measurements for these students; and III) 
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is there a correlation between the self concept scale and verbal reports from the focus 
groups. 
The scale was developed in the 1960’s and it contains 80 items covering six 
subscales: Physical Appearance and Attributes; Anxiety; Intellectual and School Status; 
Behavior; Happiness and Satisfaction; and Popularity. The Piers-Harris Children’s Self- 
Concept Scale has norms based on 1,183 public school children grades four through 
twelve, the sample was predominantly white with 248 girls in the sample and 237 boys. 
The Piers-Harris was designed with approximately half of the questions formatted in the 
direction of higher self-concept and half designed toward lower self concept in order to 
limit acquiescence and negative response bias. The total score range is 0-80 which reflects 
the number of questions answered toward a positive self-concept. Therefore the higher 
the score, the self-concept is more positive. There is a response bias index score as well 
as a inconsistency index score in order to rule out random responses. Test-retest 
reliability, meaning consistency of scores over time, has a median reliability of .73. 
Included in this are scores of younger children which tend to fluctuate with age. The test 
has high internal consistency for the total score ranging from .88 to .93, based on items in 
the test that correlate with one another (Piers & Harris, 1999). Although the Piers-Harris 
was not standardized on a black student population, studies using this measurement with 
black students have shown varying results. In 1974 Coover found fifth grade black 
students in a southern, elementary school sample to have a slightly lower self-concept than 
Whites. The social climate may account for the slight statistical differences. Others such 
as Davis et al. (1975) and Frith (1973) have found no statistical difference. The Davis 
(1975) and Frith (1973) studies focused on black school children and then compared the 
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findings with the norms for white students. These findings have lead the designers of this 
instrument to believe that race is not a main determinant of self-concept. The authors 
suggest that the PHCSCS is useful in determining what factors influence self-concept 
within particular racial groups rather than comparing one racial group to another. 
Therefore, this study has an emergent design with a triangulated method of data 
collection utilizing focus groups, a demographic questionnaire, and a self-concept 
assessment. 
Selection of Site 
The setting is “City High School”* in Massachusetts. City High has a population 
of over 1,583 students grades 7-12 (grades 7 & 8 are satellite students and only make up 
85 students total). In 2000-2001, 10.4% of students were classified as African-American, 
8.8% Asian, 16.9% Hispanic, . 1% Native -American and 63.8% White. City High has a 
90% daily attendance rate and eighty-five percent of graduating seniors attend 2-4 year 
colleges. 
This site was selected for several reasons. First, the principal and school staff were 
committed to helping all students succeed academically. Secondly, the school is centrally 
located between one of the poorer areas of the city and one of the more affluent areas of 
the city. Lastly, the urban location of the school has created a racially and economically 
diverse school population that remains approximately 64% white and 46% minority. 
* All proper names are pseudonyms 
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Options for Interpreting Data 
The focus groups, demographic questionnaires, and PHCSCS, produced a large 
amount of written and recorded data. This section discusses how this data was managed 
and analyzed. 
The focus groups were recorded by three audio devices. I then transcribed all of 
the data myself, at times moving among the various tapes to obtain a complete composite 
transcript for each focus group dialogue with any additional asides. I chose to transcribe 
all of the data, despite the time involved, for two reasons. First, as these were focus 
groups with several individuals, people were often talking over one another, and it would 
have proven difficult if not impossible for someone who had not been present at the 
discussion to understand and transcribe this data. The second, and equally important 
reason was to become more familiar with the data. Conducting the groups, listening to 
the recordings repeatedly and transcribing the data, allowed me to understand the data and 
in fact I can still hear the student voices. 
The PHCSCS and demographic questionnaire were also scored and interpreted by 
myself as the researcher. The choice to score and interpret this quantitative data also 
allowed me to gain a better understanding of the data. This quantitative data will be used 
in chapters four and five to frame the student groups. Although an expertise in statistics 
was not necessary to score the PHCSCS a basic knowledge of statistics was useful. 
After I had transcribed the focus group data and read the transcripts several times, 
I began the process of coding the data. The first step in this process was pencil coding on 
a computer printout for common themes and/or categories. These themes were then 
broken down into codes and loaded into The Ethnograph v5.0 computer program in order 
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to analyze all of the group data for similarities (Seidel, 1998). The data findings, including 
the group data, PHCSCS, and the demographic information, for the high achievers is 
summarized in chapter four and for the underachievers in chapter five (Creswell, 1998; 
Kvale, 1996; Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Nachmias, 1996). 
Researcher Interpretation 
As the researcher in this study I intend to make clear to myself and the reader that 
my previous educational experiences are a source of motivation for this study. I am a high 
achieving, bi-racial (African-American, Polish, French-Canadian) female who is a former 
student of the high school in this study. This was beneficial as I was familiar with the 
setting and the principal. However, my history also brings emotions regarding both 
student groups. Having been a high achieving student of color I possess some affinity for 
this group. Witnessing the experience of many close friends and family has given me an 
understanding and sense of concern for the underachieving group. 
My educational background in school counseling and social justice education has 
enabled me to be conscious of clinical issues as well as the real life dilemmas many of 
these students face on a daily basis. This educational background also allowed me to 
focus my comprehensive exams on the academic achievement gap between black and 
white students which lead to this research. 
All of my educational and personal history had the potential of causing researcher 
bias in this study. That being said, the underlying philosophical tradition guiding this 
research is phenomenological. A benefit of this approach is the researcher "bracketing" 
their own experience, referred to as epoche (i.e., writing their own experience with the 
phenomena), thus separating it from that of the subjects' (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). I 
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as the researcher bracketed my experience by writing a short essay about my high school 
experience. Thus, I have acknowledged my experience as a separate occurrence and by 
stating it as such I hope to maintain objectivity by my awareness of possible bias. 
There are two clear limitations to this study that must be documented before 
moving into the data chapters. As this study was conducted on a small sample in one city 
high school, in central Massachusetts, at one point in time, this study may not be 
generalizable to a larger or differing urban or rural population. Although this is a 
limitation, this study was intended to be an exploratory study, in which the data and 
findings could be used to spark further research. A second limitation is the self-report 
design of both the focus group and self-concept scale as students may select responses 
they feel will cast them in a positive light. 
The following two chapters contain the data from the student focus groups. 
Before moving into these chapters it is necessary to provide the context in which these 
students were selected for the study, as well as what their teachers had to say about each 
cohort. The following section provides data from the teacher focus group and individual 
interview. 
Teachers’ Selections for Student Participants 
Requests from the principal and myself resulted in four teachers participating in the 
selection of student participants. These teachers included an African-American male. 
Biology and Chemistry teacher, who recently entered teaching from the pharmaceutical 
profession; a white female veteran Mathematics teacher; a white male fifth year Biology 
teacher; and a Latino male second year History teacher. 
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The four teachers were asked to describe their classroom demographics and to 
describe their experience teaching various class populations. All of the teachers 
interviewed are seeing between 100 and 115 students per day in five to six class periods. 
The class structure at this school is honors, level one, and level two, with honors being the 
highest level. The math teacher commented that in two of her honors classes there are no 
minorities of any ethnic background and in level one the classes are split relatively evenly 
between white and minority students, with the level two being 75% minority. The biology 
teacher had noticed a slightly higher percentage of minorities in his honors Biology class 
with minorities making up 25% of the class, while his level two and one classes are 80% 
minority. The bio/chem teacher only teaches level one and his classes are about 60% 
minority. The history teacher says that his classes are evenly mixed, except for the honors 
which is primarily White. It is important to note that when these teachers refer to 
minorities they are including all ethnic minorities, not exclusively students of African 
descent. 
The teachers were then asked to give the characteristics they used in selecting the 
high achieving students for this study. The teachers responded with six characteristics, 
they are as follows: 
• The student shows effort in class. 
• The student is prepared for tests, presentations, and daily discussion. 
• The student achieves high grades. 
• The student takes responsibility for work that needs to be done, whether it be during 
school or coming after school for assistance. 
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• The student shows a desire to learn. 
• The student has plans for the future. 
Next, the teachers were asked to give the characteristics used in selecting the 
underachievers. The teachers identified seven characteristics, they are as follows: 
• The student shows a lack of effort and sets low goals. 
• The student has a lack of concern or interest in performing well academically. 
• The student is irresponsible and lazy. 
• The student has low self-worth. 
• The student has a difficult living and/or social environment. 
• The student has no parental support. 
• The student has no traditional or academically related plans for the future. 
Overall, all four teachers seemed invested in the success of all their students. Their 
frustration in dealing with certain populations was evident in the focus group discussion. 
Yet, they all believe if certain external factors were to shift in these students lives, their 
academic standing would improve greatly. We will see in chapters four and five if the 
depiction of the high achievers and underachievers in this study was accurately captured 
by our teachers as we get to hear the students stories in their own words. 
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CHAPTER 4 
HIGH ACHIEVING STUDENTS 
Introduction 
This chapter will discuss the research results regarding the high achieving students 
in this study. This chapter will explore four major themes that the students raised as 
impacting their academic achievement both positively and negatively. The four major 
themes are as follows: 1) Time, how much students have and how they manage their 
commitments; This section will explore how the high achievers manage their day to day 
activities within a limited time span. 2) Family and Home, how family impacts students 
both positively and negatively; This section will explore how the student’s role as a 
daughter or son and member of their respective families impact their academic life. 3) 
Stereotypes, how these students cope with being a person of color and academically 
successful; This section will explore the relationship between the high achievers and their 
classmates and teachers. 4) Sense of Self, how they view themselves as students; This 
section will explore how the students make meaning out of their academic experience. In 
addition to these major themes I will also explore additional commonalities and issues that 
did not warrant a thematic section. 
Before beginning the discussion of themes I would like to present the nine 
students in profile format, incorporating the demographic and self concept data. The 
following profiles present a brief description of each student and will give the reader an 
understanding of who the members of the high achieving group represent. 
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Student Profiles Of High Achieving African heritage Students 
Afia- 
As the focus group began a strikingly tall, dark skinned young woman rushed into the 
room. Apologizing profusely for her tardiness Afia* pulled up a seat next to Thema, one 
of her closest friends. Afia is in eleventh grade. She participates in over five extra 
curricular activities and also tutors students who have not passed the mandatory state 
tests. Afia arrived in the United States with her family in 1995. She was bom in Ghana 
and speaks Twi as well as English. Both her parents speak Twi at home. Afia’s mother 
has a high school education while her father is college educated. She defines her family as 
middle class. According to the quantitative assessment (PHCSCS) Afia places well above 
average at the 94th percentile for total self-concept and 98th percentile for academic self- 
concept. She places at the 92nd percentile for both physical appearance and overall 
happiness and satisfaction. Afia also ranks above average in anxiety at the 69th percentile. 
Based on the self-concept assessment and the focus group data, Afia appears to be a 
highly motivated, dedicated, but also stressed student. 
Sierra- 
Sierra was the first to enter the room after school. She had her day planner in one hand 
and cell phone in the other hand. As she ended her phone conversation she extended a 
hand to me and a warm smile. As she introduced herself she again glanced at her planner 
as if to reassure both of us that we were in the right place at the right time. Sierra then 
pulled up a seat and began talking to me as if we were old friends. Although she does not 
All names of the students in this study are pseudonyms in order to protect anonymity. 
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participate in school related extra curricular activities, she has been a gymnist for twelve 
years and is currently a student and instructor. It is clear from the moment Sierra enters a 
room that she is accustomed to performing and she commands attention when she speaks. 
In addition to gymnastics she also participates in two junior black empowerment groups in 
the city. Sierra was bom in the United States and she and her family speak English. Her 
mother is college educated while her father holds a high school diploma. She defines her 
family as middle class. At the 84th percentile she ranks above average in total self concept. 
Sierra also ranks high at the 92nd percentile in physical appearance, 85th percentile for 
popularity, 83rd percentile for academic self-concept and the 70th percentile for overall 
happiness and satisfaction. In relationship to her self-concept assessments Sierra also ranks 
above average in anxiety at the 69th percentile. Sierra is an extremely confident and self 
motivated individual. 
Thema- 
Thema entered the room grabbed a snack and then apologized for her rudeness and 
introduced herself. The first thing anyone notices about Thema is her large smile and 
hearty laugh. Even when discussing hardships this eleventh grader tends to add a bit of 
humor. She participates in over five extra curricular activities and is currently the director 
of the school musical. She also is a member of various groups in the city. Thema came to 
the United States in 1990 from West Africa. She and her family speak Akan and English. 
Both of her parents are high school educated. She defines her family as working class. At 
the 69th percentile Thema is slightly above average in both total self concept and academic 
self concept. She is at the 97th percentile for physical self concept and average at the 49th 
percentile for anxiety. Thema is below average at the 18th percentile for overall happiness 
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and satisfaction. This may be due to factors that cannot be measured by this self-concept 
assessment. According to the self-concept assessment and focus group data Thema 
appears to be a very busy, talented, exhausted young lady. 
Kofi- 
Kofi entered the room and shyly greeted his female classmates. Handsome and tall and 
only in ninth grade, all eyes were on him as he quietly took a seat next to Sierra. 
Throughout the discussion the older students seemed to accept Kofi as a peer and 
encouraged him to stay on track by validating his experiences as a black student. Kofi 
plays both football and baseball. He came to the United States in 1997 from Ghana. Both 
Kofi and his family speak Twi and English. He does not know his parents level of 
education. He defines his family as working class. Kofi ranks average at the 50th 
percentile for total self concept, 50th percentile for academic self concept, and the 52nd 
percentile for anxiety. He is well above average at the 92nd percentile for physical self 
concept. Kofi also ranks high for total overall happiness and satisfaction at the 70th 
percentile. Kofi appears to be very confident in both academic and athletic areas and an 
overall happy individual. 
Morowa- 
As Morowa entered the room she happily greeted several of the students. Although she is 
a ninth grader she takes many classes with tenth and eleventh grade students. Morowa 
was quiet through most of the group, most likely because she chose to sit next to Thema 
who had a tendency to jump in and finish Morowa’s thoughts. Morowa is on the schools 
track team and is a first generation, US bom citizen. Both she and her parents speak 
Ghanaian and English. Morowa’s parents are both college educated. She defines her 
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family as middle class. At the 97th percentile she is very much above average in total self 
concept as well as, academic self concept at the 91st percentile and the 97th percentile in 
physical self concept. She ranks at the 85th percentile for popularity and the 92nd for 
overall happiness. In relationship to her self-concept assessments Morowa also ranks very 
much above average in anxiety at the 97th percentile. Morowa is confident and happy, yet 
stressed by the work overload. 
Michael- 
As he took as seat I could not help but recognize Michael’s smile and his overall 
appearance. He sat next to Kofi and the height difference was dramatic. Both in ninth 
grade Kofi towered over Michael by nearly a foot. Michael’s smile is a clue into his 
personality. He is very social and friendly. He is a member of the school hockey team. 
Michael was not bom in the United States. He did not identify what his country of origin 
is or when he arrived here. He identifies English as his only language. Michael’s parents 
are both college educated and he defines his family as middle class. He is above average in 
all areas of self concept. For total self concept Michael ranks at the 82nd percentile. He is 
at the 69th percentile for academic self concept, the 85th percentiles for both popularity and 
physical self concept and the 70th percentile for overall happiness. In relationship to his 
self-concept assessments Michael also ranks very much above average in anxiety at the 
91st percentile. Michael is a quite, well mannered, silently confident young man. 
Aisha- 
Aisha entered the room quietly. A ninth grader with freckles and braces she looked as if 
she were on the verge of crying throughout most of the discussion. Although markedly 
sad in appearance she tries to stay active in school and is a member of the Black History 
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Club. Aisha came to the United States from Africa in 1998. She and her family speak 
Swahili and English. She does not know the level of education that her parents have 
acquired, although she defines her family as middle class. Aisha has ranked below average 
in many areas of the self concept assessment. She falls into the 30th percentile for both 
total self concept and popularity. Aisha is at the 29th percentile for academic self concept 
and the 9th percentile for physical self concept. She ranked average in total happiness at 
the 52nd percentile. In relationship to her self-concept assessments Aisha also ranks 
average in anxiety at the 49th percentile. Aisha is a confident student with some personal 
problems regarding her relationship with her father, that present conflict and stress impact 
her self concept. 
Brooke- 
Brooke sat at the table and when looking in her eyes I saw an old woman. Her body 
language and contributions throughout the afternoon portrayed her as an eleventh grader 
who had lived through too many traumas. She is a former high achiever in crisis. Brooke 
was identified for this study by a former teacher unaware of her current academic 
standing. Brooke no longer participates in any school activities (previous activities 
included dance). She is US bom. Her mother is a high school graduate and her father is 
college educated. Brooke defines her family as middle class. Brooke is in the bottom 
percentiles in all areas except academic self concept where she is in the 29th percentile . 
She falls into the 6th percentile for total self concept, the 6th percentile for anxiety and the 
bottom 1 percent in total happiness and satisfaction. Brooke is an extremely depressed 
young woman with family problems, including verbal abuse from her parents and a murder 
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in her family that are severely impacting her academic achievement and overall self 
concept. 
Adrien- 
Passionate and emotional are the two words to describe eleventh grader Adrien. He was 
US bom but spent his childhood in Haiti with his family. He speaks French and English 
and refers to Haiti as his country. He participates in the Guild, an advanced group of 
musicians. Adrien’s father is college educated and he is unaware of his mothers education. 
Adrien defines his family as middle class. At the 67th percentile he is slightly above 
average for total self concept. He is average for academic self concept at the 47th 
percentile and slightly below average at the 30th percentile for anxiety. Adrien ranks at the 
70th percentile for overall happiness. Adrien is a happy young man who acknowledges the 
stress and demands of life but in his words he “just doesn’t care”. 
Figure 3: Student Self Concept Percentile 
MOROWA MICHAEL AFIA SIERRA ADRIEN THEMA KOFI A IS HA BROOKE 
□ TOTAL SELF CONCEPT OVERALL HAPPINESS ACADEMIC CONCEPT ANXIETY 
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As you can see in Figure 3, both Brooke and Aisha, the two students with severe 
family difficulties rank the lowest in the various self concept fields. Brooke fell in the 
bottom 1 percent in overall happiness, meaning 99% of students would rank higher than 
her. Brooke’s academic self concept, most likely is the result of her earlier years of 
academic success. All of the students except for Aisha and Brooke rank average to very 
much above average in academic self concept from the 47th to the 98th percentile. That 
being said, these students also rank high in anxiety from the 30th to the 97th percentile. In 
fact six out of the nine students percentile rank in terms of anxiety is statistically equal to 
or above that of their overall happiness and satisfaction. This finding will be discussed 
later in the chapter. 
It is important to clarify other important demographic data before moving into the 
discussion of themes. The following three figures represent the languages spoken at home 
by the high achievers in this study, as well as, the level of parental educational attainment. 
Figure 4: Parental Education 
COLLEGE HIGH SCHOOL DO NT KNOW 
MOTHER'S EDUCATION ■ FATHERS EDUCATION 
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Figure 5: Primary Language of Students 
TWI (25.0%) _ ENGLISH (25.0%) 
SWAHILI (12.5%) AKAN (12.5%) 
FRENCH (12.5%) GHANAIAN (12.5%) 
Figure 6: Student Bilingualism 
English Only (25.0%) 
Bilingual (75.0%) 
This brief description of the nine high achieving students show a diverse group of 
high achievers, with a mix of athletes and artists, the happy and the troubled. As you can 
see many of the students speak foreign languages outside of school and the level of 
education attained by parents vary. The educational attainment of the parents did not 
seem to have a great impact on the educational attainment of these high achievers. 
There is a distinct difference in ethnic background between the high achievers and 
underachieving students in this study. Although ethnic diversity within the sample was not 
intentionally looked for as a factor in this study, it emerged as a primary factor. Clearly 
the teachers in this study identified African heritage voluntary immigrants for the high 
achieving sample and African-American students for the underachieving sample. This 
topic relates to the literature discussed in chapter two and will be explored further in 
chapter six. 
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During the focus groups four key themes emerged from the students as factors 
related to understanding the high achievers academic successes and failures. They are 
Time, Family and Home, Stereotypes, and Sense of Self I will begin with the discussion 
of Time. 
Time 
Too Many Things To Do 
This group of nine view time as a formidable enemy. On a daily basis these 
students face the challenge of managing extracurricular activities, home and household 
chores, and school work. They simply feel as if there is not enough time in the day, or as 
we will see for many, there are not even enough hours in the night. The high achievers in 
this study participate in an average of three to five extracurricular activities. Two students 
hold part-time jobs, one recently quit a job, and all say they participate in household 
chores and responsibilities. According to the students, these are the secondary activities in 
their teenage years. Their primary responsibility is supposed to be excelling in school 
according to their own beliefs. 
Eight of the nine students are in Honors courses, as well as Advanced Placement 
courses, allowing them to receive college credit. Many are a year or two ahead of their 
peers in subject areas such as math and science. Since the school day formally begins at 
7:20AM for these students, many are awake and preparing by 5:30AM and out the door 
by 6:30AM. With state educational regulations regarding time on learning these students 
do not have “free time” during the day. Lunches have been cut down to 20 minutes and 
gym or physical education is no longer required of juniors or seniors. Students are 
53 
expected to be prepared and alert as they move in and out of six academic classes per day. 
As school comes to a close at 1:50PM these students are hitting a midday turning point. 
At 2PM on a typical day these students would be in the following locations: 
Michael might stay at school to work on a lab, Afia is voluntarily tutoring students, and 
several others rush off to practice football and track. While this is taking place Thema and 
Brooke work their way through the city to pick up their younger siblings at school and 
take them home. Thema rushes back to the high school to begin directing the second act 
of “West Side Story”. By this time Adrien is at city hall with the Guild playing for the 
Governor and Sierra is teaching three and four year olds how to balance on a beam. By 
six o’clock all are heading home to help cook and clean, as well as help their younger 
siblings with homework. Often it is 11 P.M. before these students even look at their own 
homework assignments. In the words of Thema “.. .1 stay up until two or three o’clock 
studying, doing homework, and then go to sleep and have to wake up at six o’clock...”. 
Most won’t complain too often because they feel their extra curricular activities 
are their passions in life. “You do it because you love it. You’re not doing it because you 
are forced to...its our extra free time.” Thema, Sierra, Adrien, Kofi, Morowa, and 
Michael have all been singing, playing instruments, dancing, and playing sports in an 
organized fashion since they were small children. They all agree they would not give it up 
for more sleep, but that they just need more hours. Their passion is duly noted, however, 
the countless activities, volunteer work, and household responsibilities do eventually catch 
up with these high achieving students. 
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The Consequences of Time Pressures 
The activities mentioned earlier in this chapter that these nine students participate 
in are taking place six out of seven days a week. Twenty hour days are the average for 
these active fifteen and sixteen year olds. Aisha is the only one who said she doesn’t mind 
the 5:30AM wake up call. It is a luxury compared to the 4:30AM start she had in Africa. 
But for the others the five to six o’clock wake up call is the worst way to start the day. 
These long days and short nights have impacted these students in various ways. 
The two words most often used by the students themselves are stress and 
exhaustion. The pressure to maintain the schedule and be prepared on all fronts often 
leads to stress. Going day to day with three to five hours of sleep, when the medical 
profession recommends seven to nine for their age group, has brought many of these 
students to the point of exhaustion. The lack of sleep has caused some students to 
oversleep on occasion or arrive after the 7:20AM bell. The students cite fear of being late 
to school as adding to the stress. The rules of the school have recently changed. Five 
tardies (arriving after 7:21AM) and you receive an overnight suspension. An overnight 
suspension goes on a students’ permanent record. These high achievers will do what it 
takes to keep from getting an overnight suspension and having their permanent record 
marked. They are well aware that a mark on your permanent record could hurt their 
chances of getting into the college or university of their choice. As the students have 
illustrated this adds to the stress. 
However, getting to school on time is only the first obstacle. Many of the students 
say once they are at school, especially after first period, they are completely awake and 
alert. Yet lack of sleep and outside demands often make it hard to concentrate in class or 
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on an exam. Several of the students expressed concerns that teachers within the school do 
not understand the severity of the demands on their time. Students are constantly 
prioritizing. Often they must choose to shortchange one assignment for a more pressing 
assignment. For these students schoolwork in general is pushed aside if a family matter 
requires attention. Again students expressed frustration in their teachers inability to 
understand the culture of the African family. This point will be discussed in more detail in 
the section on family. Eventually, even the high achievers give into time and exhaustion. 
As Sierra states, “.. .a lot of time I’m just so exhausted from just life in general. After I’m 
done cleaning and helping cook, helping take care of the kids, whatever, then its like I’m 
going to sleep. I don’t want to do any homework.. 
Sierra, as well as many of the other students fight against the clock but at times 
have to face the consequences of time. These academic consequences usually result in not 
getting credit for a homework assignment or getting a lower grade on an exam. Yet these 
students have maintained exceptional grades. Overall, these high achievers are for the 
moment staying on track despite the time demands. The high achievers in this study are 
incredibly reliable and efficient this next section will explore how they manage all of the 
demands on their time. 
Time Management 
When organizing the focus groups, I made several observations regarding my high 
achieving students. They were for the most part very prompt in returning requests, and 
arriving at meetings. Several would have completely forgotten about the meetings if it 
weren’t for their daybooks and organizers. And finally, not a meeting went by without 
someone being interrupted via cellular phone or a knock on the door to make sure they 
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would be arriving at their next appointment, meeting, or engagement promptly. So, how 
do they do it? I have outlined the demands on their time and how these demands are often 
incongruent with the amount of hours in the day, yet the majority of these students 
successful navigate their way through each year. 
First and foremost, organization is key. These students know who is supposed to 
be where, when, and how they are getting to their destination. They enlist the help of 
family and friends to support, encourage, and remind them of their obligations. Equally 
important is the other key ingredient to time management, sacrifice. These students have 
sacrificed sleep on a regular basis to achieve success in school. They have also given up 
the free moments in the day that most would use for reflection, or to stare out the 
window. If there is a half hour between school and work, or work and dinner, that half 
hour is utilized to do homework. The twenty minute lunch period is spent studying and 
eating, or just studying. Hanging out or going to the mall on a regular basis is not an 
option for these students, and for about half of the nine students the television has become 
an old distant friend that they too had to give up, in order to succeed. 
When I asked the high achievers what would help them be even more successful in 
school, more time and fewer demands were in the top three fantasy requests. Another top 
three request for change was related to family and home life. 
Family and Home 
The Gendered Aspects of Demands at Home 
These students acknowledge the benefits and demands given to them as members 
of their families. This section on the family discusses some of the demands and 
responsibilities placed on the students and the impact of these responsibilities on academic 
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achievement. As Brooke points out, . .1 do a lot around my house. I do a lot of 
cooking, a lot of cleaning, um.. .1 take care of my sister and I never have time for 
myself... she [mom] woke me up at 5:30 this morning to do dishes..This statement by 
Brooke is not an extreme scenario. Many of the students discussed the frustration of 
cleaning, cooking, and caring for siblings. Aisha complained that she has three older 
brothers, yet she is the one who cleans the house. Thema has a lot of household chores 
and she thought it was just because she came from an African family before she listened to 
the stories of her classmates. Now she just wishes that her teachers could understand the 
obligations she faces. This is what she had to say about an incident where she needed 
some extra help and asked the teacher to come during her study period, but the teacher 
demanded she come after school. Thema could not stay after school: 
... and they’re like well that is your fault. I am like how is it my fault I have a 
little sister, I can’t leave her in school. You know waiting for me while I’m trying 
to learn something, because to tell you the truth my family really does come 
first.. If a little five year old girl is left in school crying, who is going to look like 
a bad person? -Thema 
While Thema, Brooke, Aisha, Afia, Sierra, and Morowa all commented on the 
demands of sibling care and cooking and cleaning, Kofi, Michael, and Adrien did not. 
Adrien explained that in Haiti it was primarily a woman’s responsibility to care for the 
home and children. Now, that they are here in the United States the pattern has 
continued. Adrien helps with the weekly groceries and perhaps the garbage but that is the 
extent of his household duties. The females in the group also feel parental and family 
problems impact their lives greatly. This exemplifies the gendered nature of housework 
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and care giving within these black immigrant families. The role of woman as caregiver 
produces an additional time conflict for the female students in this group. 
Parental Problems 
Six out of the nine high achieving students referred to problems with their parents. 
Out of these six students only one was male. This may be attributed to the fact that the 
female students have more responsibilities at home and more frustration related to these 
responsibilities. Two expressed what might be considered to be extraordinary problems 
which I will explain in more detail. The other four students spoke of their parental issues 
as normal teenager-parent problems. Sierra and Thema explain that when they attempt to 
get more free time and less chores, their parents think they have enough free time already 
and don’t seem to understand the pressure in their young lives. Kofi and Morowa spoke 
about the pressure of being compared to their brothers and sisters and the feeling that their 
parents do not understand that they are individuals. Again, these issues seem to impact 
these students enough to have mentioned them during the focus group, although they do 
not appear to have a significant impact on their academic achievement or self concept. 
There were two exceptions to what might be considered normal teenage angst. 
Afia discussed the ramifications of family emergencies and periods of crisis on 
academic success. Without going into many details, Afia described a recent incident as a 
family emergency that left her devastated. She acknowledged that the emotional stress of 
dealing with family issues have left her at times unable to concentrate in school and her 
grades suffered as a result. Afia rebounded from that crisis and now is performing well 
above many of her peers. An inability to concentrate or a poor test grade is to be 
expected during emergencies or crisis periods. What is of more concern are the parental 
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problems of Brooke and Aisha. As you will see their problems are exceptional in 
comparison to this group, and do appear to have an impact on academic achievement and 
self-concept. 
Aisha appears to have a significant family problem that impacts her life greatly. 
Aisha is an immigrant from Africa and seems to adjusting well to school. Her parental 
problem involves her father. She says there is a “...black wall, you know?...I’ve just 
blocked him out for the past six years.” Aisha describes her relationship with her father as 
one in which they have never had a real conversation. His constant criticism has lead her 
to fail on occasion in order to punish him. Her tactic for survival has been to block him 
out and she credits her mom for the support that has helped her maintain her overall 
academic success. 
Brooke has the most severe parental problems within this group. Brooke’s family 
problems stem from the murder within the family. One of Brooke’s parents witnessed the 
murder. Brooke feels as if the relationship with her parents has become strained since she 
became a teenager and the past two years has brought about a steep decline in her 
academic performance, as well as, an overwhelming sadness. Throughout the focus group 
Brooke refers to her parents as good people, but she and her parents can’t seem to see eye 
to eye. Her mother has woken her up at 5:30AM to do dishes and has commented that 
even if it were her graduation day she would be unable to attend if their were dirty dishes 
to be done. However, what truly hurts Brooke are her parents verbal comments regarding 
her academic setbacks. Both of Brooke’s parents have referred to he as an idiot and have 
repeatedly said she would never graduate from high school. The past two years have 
culminated with Brooke describing herself in the following way, “I m a really stressed out 
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person. I am never happy, I’m never smiling...I’m not motivated to do anything.. .just go 
home and sleep..According to her own descriptions and the self-concept scale Brooke 
is in crisis. She is currently getting assistance from the school principal and guidance 
counselor. However, without a dramatic turnaround her hopes of attending a private, four 
year college, on scholarship are dimming. 
Family Support & High Expectations 
The first two sections on family focused on the demands and problems that impact 
academic achievement. This section looks at the positives of family life and how family 
support has helped these high achievers. 
In the last section we discussed the family problems that Brooke was facing. Yet 
both Aisha and Brooke do credit some members of their families as some of their biggest 
supporters. Brooke’s grandmother encourages her to do well in school, but just as 
important she reinforces the fact that Brooke is loved. Aisha also looks toward family for 
support. Although her father is a source of conflict, her mother is extremely supportive 
and she helps Aisha stay focused academically. 
Sierra is the youngest of five children and the only girl. She credits her family as 
being her support system. With two loving parents and four older brothers all college 
graduates or currently in college, Sierra feels as if she not only has support, but also the 
high expectations of academic success pushing her forward daily. All of the high achievers 
cite family as their biggest support network when it comes to school and academics. 
Grandparents, parents, and siblings are people who encourage, praise, and in the case of 
siblings, compete, all for the common goal of academic success.. All nine of the high 
achievers replied that they will attend a four year college after high school due in large 
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part to the encouragement they receive from family. In response to my question are you 
going to college, Michael responded “That was the plan before I was bom!”. Morowa 
added she believes her parents said “This one we are sending to college!” and the others 
laughed in agreement. 
Although the pressures and demands of family can feel overwhelming at times the 
majority of these high achievers understand and appreciate the support they receive from 
their families and utilize this support and their high expectations to push forward 
academically. 
Stereotypes 
The Pressure of Being the Only One 
When Afia discussed her recent family emergency she said she made it to class and 
did her best because she knew she was the only black person in her class. The high 
achievers in this study discuss the pressures of being the only black in the class or one of 
two if you are lucky. This section explore the stereotypes these students face, how they 
chose to fight back, and how these stereotypes impact academic success. 
The students in this group discuss the pressure they place on themselves to 
succeed as the only black students in their classes. Thema points out that her parents also 
comment on the importance of academic success since she is one of the few blacks in 
these honors classes, “...being the only black people in class, our parents expect so much 
of us. And so does everybody, the principal, everybody.” The high achievers in this study 
are not only feeling the pressure to succeed as the only black in higher level classes, they 
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are also faced with managing the stereotypes that come from all directions. 
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Stereotypes: Who is Saying What? 
The students in this high achieving group talk about stereotypes that come from 
teachers, white students, and black students. The students don’t differentiate between 
positive and negative stereotypes. They feel any stereotype that assumes they are to 
perform one way or another ultimately adds to the pressure of being in these advanced 
classes. 
Adrien, Aisha, and Brooke talk about teacher’s assumptions that because you are 
black you are a trouble-maker. Brooke, being bom and raised in the United States seems 
to accept this as part of school. However, Adrien, being raised in Haiti, reacts with new 
anger, both at the teachers and at the students who have caused teachers to feel this way: 
It’s not fair to me... most of us are really troublemakers.. .just go to class... it 
makes the rest of us who are trying really hard look bad. This teacher I had last 
year, the fact is he is not white and he doesn’t treat white kids badly. So why do 
the white teachers do that? - Adrien 
Afia, Michael, Morowa, and Thema, say these types of stereotypes are not always 
the worst ones coming from teachers. There are assumptions that because you are in 
honors or advanced placement classes that you are inherently able and intelligent and 
school always comes first. These assumptions add more stress to the lives of these high 
achievers. Afia puts it well, as she says “They don’t see the struggle. All they think about 
is “you have to get it’.” When these high achievers don’t “get it” they are often left with 
feelings of self-doubt and shame. They turn to family for support. If they are lucky they 
have a friend who is also a high achiever in whom they can confide and gain support. 
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Fellow students can be more hurtful than teachers when it comes to stereotyping 
the high achievers in this study. Kofi spoke of the shocked comments he received after 
being placed in a special Bio-Math program, as if blacks could not possibly be in the 
program. Then there are the black students Thema refers to as the “haters”. These are 
certain black students that are not in the advanced classes, who refer to the high achievers 
as “White”. Some students use the term White in a derogatory way meaning sell-out and 
nerd. Morowa explains that she and the others don’t get mad at the haters because they 
understand it is jealousy and the haters are often trying to make themselves feel better. 
Kofi dislikes that other blacks stereotype him. He hates the assumptions that he is 
supposed to listen to rap or he is not supposed to be intelligent. 
From the discussion with the high achievers it appears that many negative 
stereotypes come from other black students. There were a few comments made about 
white classmates being upset by blacks performing better, but overall these students were 
more concerned with the stereotypes coming from fellow black students. 
Impact on Academics 
The stereotypes acknowledged by the black high achievers in this study have done 
more to push them to succeed rather than to fail. Students claim that a driving force in 
their academic achievement is the desire to prove the stereotypes wrong. In fact these 
students have gone to class ill, emotionally upset, and sleep deprived. Many of these high 
achievers feel the pressure to succeed and prove the historical stereotypes of blacks to be 
false. The pressure comes from parents and friends, but ultimately the majority of the 
pressure is within each student. As we will see in the next section this sense of self is a 
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major factor contributing to the success of these students. 
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Sense of Self 
Academic Self-Concept 
In order to gain a better understanding of how these black high achieving students 
have the stamina to go through their hectic schedules, day after day, one need only look at 
how they feel about themselves as students, or their academic self-concept. The PHCSCS 
placed two of the students, Brooke and Aisha at the 29th percentile, Adrien and Kofi 
placed at the 47th and 50th percentile, Thema and Michael both placed at the 69th 
percentile. Sierra placed at the 83rd percentile, Morowa the 91st percentile, and Afia placed 
highest at the 98th percentile. According to this measurement the seven students who do 
not have any severe familial problems have average to well above average or high 
academic and intellectual self-concept. This fact is reiterated when I asked the students to 
describe themselves as students, in their own words. The words they gave included good, 
hard worker, determined, scholar, and outstanding. As Thema stated, “I persevere, I 
push myself to the limits.” Although all of the students described themselves positively, 
several then added words such as lazy, nervous, anxious, and procrastinator. Through 
their self descriptions it appears they are aware of their academic talents, but at the same 
time many feel or have taken on the thought that they could do more or perform better 
academically. They agree that there are some “haters” who do not value their educational 
accomplishments. They also agree that being a black high achiever in this school comes 
with a certain level of respect from students and teachers. This respect adds to their 
academic confidence. The desire to push themselves to the limit and to persevere has 
much to do with the present however, it has even more to do with their future. 
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Plans For The Future 
When asked how they feel about school, these high achieving students did not 
respond with a simple I like it or dislike it. Rather Sierra puts the thoughts of the group 
into words, “It’s going to take me places I know without education you’re not going to 
make, or be much in this world. But I dislike the workload and I dislike some of the stress 
and some of the lack of sleep, as a result of being successful in school.” 
They see education as something you need. Many of them discuss high school, 
college, and education in general as if it was water or food. Education is seen as a 
necessary part of life for these students. All nine of the high achievers plan to go onto a 
four year college. This is not just something their parents want for them; this is something 
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they want for themselves. Kofi speaks of his father wanting him to go into the military, 
but Kofi is determined to go onto college. He says he sees himself in college, getting a 
job, and having a family. These are his plans in the beginning of ninth grade. These nine 
students say they have plans beyond college. They understand that their academics, extra¬ 
curricular activities, and behavior all contribute to making their plans come to fruition. 
Responsibility 
“We are capable of being anything any other person is capable of being...’’-Sierra 
How do the majority of these nine students have the drive and stamina to plan and 
participate in making the future they want for themselves at such a young age? They say 
they take responsibility for themselves. Sierra and Thema make comments about their 
place as black students in a historical context. They make reference to the fact that they 
are high achievers yet, they are not faced with the same struggles and trauma that the first 
black students to be bussed or integrated had to face. At the same time they are aware of 
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the media depiction of blacks and feel it is part of their duty and responsibility to dispel 
these stereotypes and to achieve academically for those who fought and died for the right 
to get an education. 
At times these high achievers disagree with or even dislike the workload and 
perhaps the teaching style in some or all of their classes. Yet they know it is their 
responsibility to meet the academic challenges, and they do so by making many sacrifices. 
When Sierra stated that if her family was to die tomorrow she would continue her quest 
for education and her future plans, for herself, the other students in the group agreed. 
They realize they have supporters and those that wish to push them down, but ultimately 
they take on the personal responsibility to achieve academically. 
Final Issues Raised 
Several issues raised by the students in response to some of the questions did not 
warrant a thematic section. However, I believe it is important to note their feelings 
regarding these subjects. 
First, when asked about their friends who are not doing as well as they should be, 
this group responded with clear reasons for their inability to succeed. The high achievers 
accept that they will miss parties, and may be criticized for time spent studying. The high 
achievers in this study believe the need to maintain an “image” results in failure for some 
black students. Smoking “trees” (marijuana) and hanging around the halls is supposed to 
be cool. Being seen with books after school, or in tutoring is not cool and you are called a 
nerd. Wearing cheap sneakers and staying home at night, is also not seen as cool. Getting 
a job to pay for the one hundred and twenty four dollar pair of boots and missing tutoring 
is cool. In some diques college is not cool, going to work after high school is cool. The 
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high achievers feel you can let go of some of the stereotypes about image and still be cool. 
Unfortuantely, according to the high achievers, the black culture in the school tends to be 
one that doesn’t value education as cool. They feel underachievers believe they can 
succeed without hard work and this misconception hurts the underachiever. 
Some say it is more than just image. Other points that were raised by the high 
achievers as contributing to their peers underachievement were lack of parental support, 
not paying attention in class, or being an immigrant who is unable to understand the 
educational demands. They also see many underachievers staying segregated, or having 
only black friends as contributing to underachievement. Students often need academic 
assistance after school. By limiting whom you communicate or study with you are limiting 
your access to academic information. Adrien speaks of Haiti and how groups of black 
students did homework together. Brooke reflects on elementary school when she had 
study buddies. This is not happening with the majority of black students in their high 
school. Not having people to call or work on problems with can lead to black students 
being at a disadvantage. They all agree they would call another black student if they had a 
problem in class, if there was another black student in the class. Calling white students is 
sometimes awkward according to these students. Although they may connect better 
socially with black students, they have made efforts to have relatively mixed racial 
friendship circles. 
Another interesting issue is the students level of participation in sports and the 
performing arts. All nine of the high achieving students in this study have either been 
singing, dancing, writing music, or playing sports from a very young age. This leads to an 
interesting research question. Has the fact that these students have learned that dedicated 
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practice over time leads to reward or success, contributed to their ability to study and 
dedicate themselves academically for future success? Regardless, the high achievers did 
point out that these activities are a valuable release from the stress and academic demands 
that they face daily. The topic of extracurricular activities will be discussed further in 
chapter six. 
Summary 
We see that the high achievers face some challenges in their quest toward 
academic success. The challenges include: busy schedules; lack of time; family 
obligations; household chores; and parental problems. Most of these obstacles are 
temporary and the students are able to overcome these barriers with time management 
techniques, family support, and through relaxing extracurricular activities. Barriers that 
are not easily pushed through are parental problems or any type of family emergency. 
These emotional struggles are constant battles for two of the students in this study, while 
the others have had to deal with short term crisis. 
These students also identified several factors that contribute to their academic 
success. These factors include their time management skills; parental support and high 
expectations; the desire to prove stereotypes wrong; their self confidence; and the need to 
be responsible for their own lives. The nine students in this high achieving group all agree 
that academic success comes from a combination of one’s own desire and dedication and 
outside support. 
When asked how these students could perform better in the classroom the 
responses were varied. One common theme that was mentioned was the need for more 
support. The type of support varied between the students. Brooke and Aisha would like 
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more parental support, with Brooke also wanting a Big Sister. Adrien would prefer a 
teacher mentor. All the students mentioned the need for teachers to acknowledge the 
various learning styles that students possess, as well as their desire for teachers to focus 
more on the positive grades and attributes of the students rather than the negative. 
Finally, these students would like more time. Some of the students whished they lived 
closer to school so less time would be spent commuting. Others wished they had fewer 
after school obligations. All of these students feel the need for more time. 
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CHAPTER 5 
UNDERACHIEVERS 
Introduction 
This chapter will discuss the research results regarding the underachieving students 
in this study. In this chapter I will also compare many of the results from the 
underachievers with the high achiever data from chapter four. Only five student 
participants in the underachiever group responded to my request for focus groups. This is 
a result of several factors which will be discussed later in this chapter. Two major themes, 
Feeling About School and Sense of Self, will be explored in this chapter. The section 
regarding Feelings About School will include issues regarding class choices, teachers and 
teaching style, and pressure. The Sense of Self Section will include the student self 
descriptors, priorities, parent and family impact on self, and how the underachievers view 
themselves in comparison to the high achievers. However, before beginning the discussion 
of themes I would like to present the five students in profile format, incorporating the 
demographic and self concept data. The following profiles present a brief description of 
each student and will give the reader an understanding of who the members of the 
underachieving group represent. 
Student Profiles of Underachieving African heritage Students 
Jen- 
Five minutes before the focus group began Jen was in the hall outside of the library being 
teased by her older brother. Jen laughed off the remarks straightened out her sweat suit 
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and entered the library. Juan was already seated and created Jen with several comments 
including one that referred to her as a wooly beast. Even though Jen is a tenth grader and 
she plays on the high school softball team she remains somewhat unpopular and is often 
the victim of teasing. Although she lives with both of her biological parents she has never 
discussed their educational background and does not know their educational level. Jen 
defines her family as middle class, with both of her parents working. She and her family 
are US bom and English. According to the quantitative assessment (PHCSCS) Jen places 
well below average in all areas except for behavior where she places slightly below 
average. For total self concept Jen ranks at the ninth percentile. She is at the sixth 
percentile for academic self concept, the fourth percentile for overall happiness, and the 
bottom one percent for anxiety. Jen has difficulties with both her family and her peers at 
school. She was also recently demoted from honors level to level one. She has an older 
brother in the school who is very popular. All of this in combination with lack of parental 
support has culminated with Jen having a depressed self concept. 
Tamika- 
Tamika entered the room and her energy was catchy. She is a tall, animated young lady 
with a lot to say. She is in eleventh grade and, like Jen, also plays on the high school 
softball team. However, Tamika is much more popular than Jen and although they are 
teammates Tamika did not defend Jen when Juan was calling her names. Both she and her 
family are US bom, English speakers. She defines her family as middle class, with both of 
her parents having completed high school. She is in all level one classes (the level just 
below honors). Tamika ranks above average to very much above average in all areas on 
her self-concept assessment. She is at the 94th percentile for total self concept, the 90th 
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percentile for overall happiness, and the 97th percentile for popularity and physical 
appearance. Tamika is at the 81st percentile for academic self concept. Tamika’s self- 
concept assessments also rank her much above average in anxiety at the 97th percentile. 
Throughout the focus group Tamika appeared to be comfortable and confident. Her high 
self-concept most likely stems from her mother’s support despite her academic ups and 
downs in combination with the level of popularity she has achieved as a star athlete at the 
high school. 
Sonya- 
Sonya entered the room, sat at a table by herself and did not utter a word until the tape 
recorder was turned on. Although she is only in ninth grade, her large physique and 
serious demeanor was somewhat unsettling. She does not participate in any 
extracurricular activities, although she does take an elective acting class. Sonya is in all 
level one classes. She was held back in second grade, so according to her age she is a year 
behind her peers academically. She is US bom and an English speaker. Her mother is 
currently taking college courses, and her father’s educational level is unknown. Sonya 
defines her family as middle class. Sonya ranks average to above average on the self 
concept scale in most areas. She is at the 49th percentile for total self-concept and the 72nd 
percentile for overall happiness. She ranks at the 60th percentile for academic self-concept 
despite some failures in this arena. She also ranks average at the 48th percentile for 
anxiety. Sonya appeared to be somewhat quiet, yet very confident, and independent 
during the focus group. 
Curtis- 
* 
When ninth grader Curtis entered the room the others had a quizzical look on their faces. 
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Curtis was not an athlete and he was dressed very preppy. Although the other students 
recognized Curtis they were not in any classes with him. Nevertheless, Curtis ignored the 
looks and apparently Sonya’s scowl because he chose to sit next to her. Curtis is a US 
bom English speaker. His dad is college educated and his mom holds a high school 
diploma. Curtis defines his family as middle class. Curtis is in a mix of level one courses 
and honors courses. He was recommended to this study by one of his honors teachers 
who claims he does well, but puts little effort into his academics. This point is confirmed 
by Curtis himself during the focus group. Curtis is at the 79th percentile for total self- 
concept, and the 70th percentile for academic self-concept. He is at the 56th percentile for 
overall happiness. According to the PHCSCS Curtis is well above average at the 70th 
percentile for anxiety. Curtis appears to be a well adjusted student. He admits that he 
could do better academically with more effort but is ok with getting B’s. 
Juan- 
Juan sat at a table with his feet up shouting insults at Jen. Once the focus group began 
Juan was able to settle down somewhat and listen to what his peers were saying. Juan is 
known to be a class clown and has aspirations of becoming a rapper. As a tenth grader he 
does not participate in any extracurricular activities. He mentioned he spends much of his 
free time working on becoming a rapper. He is US bom and English speaking. Juan 
defines his family as middle class. His mother completed high school and he is unaware of 
his father’s educational level. Juan is at the 77th percentile for total self-concept and the 
90th percentile for overall happiness. He ranks at the 49th percentile for academic self- 
concept. The Piers-Harris Children’s Self-Concept Scale asked students to respond yes or 
no to the statement “I am smart”. Juan responded in the affirmative but added in writing 
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‘In my own way’. He ranks above average in the areas of popularity and physical self- 
concept and is well above average in anxiety at the 81st percentile. Juan is a happy, 
charismatic, young man. He prides himself on his popularity and his rapping talents. 
Figure 7: Student Self-Concept Percentiles 
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As we can see in figure 7 some similarities between the high achievers and 
underachievers are apparent. Jen, the student who lacks family support and has some 
difficulty with her peers at school ranks in the bottom 10% in all the subscales of the self- 
concept assessment. The four other students all rank average to well above average in all 
the subscales of the PHCSCS. Anxiety also appears to be high in the underachievers, yet 
they report less stress and unhappiness then the high achievers. 
Figure 8: Underachiever Parental Education 
■ MOTHER'S EDUCATION fH FATHER'S EDUCATION 
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Parental education does not appear to be a factor in achievement motivation for 
these students (Figures 8). All of the underachievers in this study are US bom, with their 
families having been in the United States for multiple generations, and all are monolingual 
with English being the only language spoken. 
The five underachievers are a mix of students as shown by their profiles. Curtis is 
a honors/level one student, with Jen having recently been demoted from honors to level 
one, and the other three students all in level one. Two of the female students are on the 
softtball team, and the remainder do not participate in any extracurricular activities. The 
four students with self acknowledged popularity and parental support appear to be happy 
and content with their academic standing and lives in general. Jen is struggling to fit in 
both at home and school. In the focus group these students discussed issues regarding 
their feelings about themselves as students, their priorities, and how they feel about the 
high achievers. 
First, I will discuss the factors the underachievers believe impact their academic 
experience and achievement. The factors that are salient for this group of underachievers 
are those that they face within the school walls, as well as, their relationship with teachers. 
Feelings About School 
“What I don’t like about school is the way some of the teachers teach.”-Jen 
A topic that was brought up repeatedly within the underachiever focus group was 
relationships with teachers. The first point of contention for these students was teaching 
style. Three out of the five students felt some of their classes were moving too fast and 
teachers were forcing a large amount of information into a short class period. 
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The second issue relating to teachers is one of support. The underachievers in this 
study often feel as if they are “just one of twenty”, according to Jen and Juan. These 
students feel that they are not receiving individual support from the teachers and this 
makes their academic work more difficult. All that being said Tamika speaks up for those 
teachers she feels are supportive: 
Like some of these teachers, like there are some teachers in this school that 
are mad cool, ya know what I’m saying? So they’ll tell me Tamika, whatever, 
you need to be keeping up and doing good on your work. So I’ll be like alright. 
You know not a lot of people want to talk to you about the good stuff. 
The underachievers believe that their difficulties with teachers extend beyond 
academic material. The underachievers believe that the majority of teachers within the 
school have prejudged them before ever getting to know them as students. Because they 
are not in honors and they are black they feel teachers treat them differently and judge 
them as trouble makers. Tamika, who had several behavioral problems in middle school, 
feels as if she can’t escape her past with some of these teachers. She says “even if I did try 
to smarten up they’ll always assume I’ll be doing this or that or whatever.” 
Another issue that came up regarding academics was their dislike for the 
mandatory state tests (MCAS). The students feel it just adds more pressure and more 
work. These students also dislike taking courses such as History and foreign languages. 
Juan says he doesn’t see himself living in any other country so why learn a foreign 
language. This inability to see past the present into the future or the past was a 
characteristic of the underachievers which the teachers mentioned during their focus 
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group. These students do not see the value in many academic courses because they do not 
see a connection to their lives, this will be a topic discussed in chapter six. 
As shown in this section, these students feel as if they are at a disadvantage within 
the school. They point to the structure of classes, the teaching style of teachers, and the 
stereotypes teachers possess as factors contributing to their academic failures. As we will 
see in the next section what may be equally if not more important in understanding the 
academic success and failures of the underachievers are their feelings about themselves. 
Sense of Self 
When asked to describe themselves as students in their own words the words lazy 
and smart seemed linked to one another for four out of the five students. Curtis, the one 
student still in some honors classes, is the only one out of the four to say he tries hard. 
While the rest acknowledge their intelligence, they also are very clear about only doing 
what work they feel like doing. Jen said she is content with not learning in class. Sonya 
puts it best when she said, “I would have to say I’m one of those students who just 
doesn’t care. If I don’t feel like doing the work I’m not gonna do it. I wanna do it, I’ll do 
it, but if I don’t want to I’m not going to do it.” 
These students feel that when they refuse to participate in school related activities 
they are in control. They are confident that they are capable of good grades and 
performing much better academically. By making a conscious decision not to put forth 
effort they are claiming control over their lives. This feeing of control and lack of effort 
leads into the next section, which discusses what these students priorities are, and if they 
do take any responsibility for their lives. 
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Priorities and Responsibilities 
These students are clear that although they may take issue with some teachers and 
some classes, they do not blame anyone but themselves for their lack of achievement. 
Their priorities are not academics. A clear example of this would be homework. Curtis, 
on occasion does his homework at home, but for the most part he is able to do the 
homework for one class in another class before it is due. Sonya brings her books home 
but doesn’t open them, and Tamika only does homework for certain classes. Juan is 
clearly the proudest of his lack of effort. He brags that he had not brought his book bag 
home, with books in it, all year. Sonya believes students should not spend time after 
school studying. She discusses her time in school and time outside of school as two 
separate spheres that are not interrelated at all. They all agree that they have other “stuff” 
to do, yet they could not clarify what the “stuff” is or why it is so important. 
Tamika tries to explain by saying, “I’m in the streets first, then homework. But when I’m 
out in the streets I come home and go to sleep, bump the homework.” 
Jen is the exception. She states that she has to care for her younger sibling and 
clean the house before she can start her homework. The result was some very late nights. 
This comment received shocked responses from the rest of the students in the group. 
They agreed that they would not even think about staying up to do homework, unless a 
project was due the next day and they were in risk of failing. 
Yet, these students are failing to do more than homework. Their behavior both 
inside and outside of school impact their academics. As Curtis stated, he does his 
homework during the day in his other classes. By doing this his attention is not on the 
class he is in and he is not receiving all of the information in the lesson being taught. Jen 
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also admits that she does not pay attention in class. However she still gets upset if the 
teacher won’t explain the lesson to her later. Juan feels that if everyone else in his class is 
not paying attention, and they are going to get the same grades he is, then why should he 
try. Tamika and Sonya spend late nights out with friends on school nights. They too are 
coming into class ill prepared to absorb the lesson that is taught in class. 
When these students need support they look toward family. For Juan, Tamika, and 
Curtis their mothers provide academic encouragement. At the same time it appears from 
their own responses that their mothers are content with passing grades, anything above a 
C- is good. There does not appear to be any high expectations for these students. Jen 
does not get any family support, so she looks toward her peers. She sees some of her 
close friends doing well and it encourages her to try harder academically. Ultimately, 
Tamika, Sonya and Jen all said they would still come to school even if they were not 
forced to attend by parents or school officials. 
While they admit to not trying, they take responsibility for these actions. Curtis is 
content with the A’s and B’s he gets without trying. His mom is ok with the grades but 
knows he is capable of better grades. Curtis knows this too, but he says he doesn’t feel 
like putting the effort into getting all A’s. All of the students except for Curtis have been 
suspended multiple times, without many repercussions from family or teachers. 
These students view education as a short term endeavor. Juan and Sonya are just 
trying to get a high school diploma. Juan says he may go to a two-year college but he is 
not convinced that it would be as profitable as his desired rap career. Curtis feels he will 
probably go on to college, despite his dad telling him it isn’t always necessary to have a 
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college degree to be successful in life. Tamika says she needs education to make money. 
The only reason to attend college is to get a better job and to make money. 
Whether it is completing homework or class assignments, or the choice to attend 
college these students say what they chose to do or not do eventually falls on their heads. 
They are responsible, as Juan says regarding his philosophy about grades, which could 
extend to his philosophy on life, “If I fail, then I’m like damn. I ain’t gonna say the 
teacher don’t like me. I’m gonna be like it’s my fault. Ya know what I mean?” 
Feelings about High Achievers 
While acknowledging their lower academic standing they compared themselves to 
those black students who are high achievers within the school. When asked what they 
thought of black students who are doing well they all agree that they respect the high 
achievers and it is cool to be black and smart. Juan feels high achievers are probably 
studying, doing homework, and balancing school with play. Jen points out that they 
respect the high achievers. This respect often leads the underachievers to the high 
achievers for academic help and on occasion to copy their work. 
They may respect their high achieving peers but at the same time they hold some 
resentment. They claim the high achievers receive preferential treatment by teachers and 
administrators. “If you are in an honors class, they take you on, they pick you for a lot of 
stuff. I mean they’ll call you down, and give you a whole bunch of stuff to do. You work 
in the office...”( Jen) What Jen is referring to is this school’s policy of allowing students 
in good academic and behavioral standing to help in the office, with attendance, and 
special projects. Underachievers and those students with behavioral difficulties are not 
allowed to participate in these activities. 
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The underachievers feel as if teachers assume black underachievers are the trouble 
makers while the black honors students are perfect. These underachievers are often 
stopped in the halls and asked for their passes, while the high achievers are allowed to 
walk by without question. As you can see the underachievers and high achievers have 
somewhat of a dual relationship, as the high achievers are respected and resented at the 
same time. 
Summary 
The underachievers in this study presented in interesting challenge. As stated in 
chapter three, getting the focus group members together was difficult. As their priorities 
are not academics they were not completely interested in staying after school for focus 
group participation. The final focus group took place only after I made multiple visits to 
the school, pulled students out of class, and two failed meeting dates. Once in the focus 
group the students were constantly looking at the clock, volunteering minimal information 
without probes, and ready to leave before the group even began. 
Four out of the five students in this group appear to have a sense of confidence 
and independence, with Jen being the only exception. This sense of confidence combined 
with a support network of family and friends that accept passing as success allows these 
students to sail through the educational system without much effort or great success. By 
not placing education as priority or a factor that contributes to their self-concept they see 
no real consequence to their academic underachievement. 
As stated earlier in this chapter all of these students and their families have been in 
the United States for over 100 years or more. In chapter six we will look at how 
% 
generational racism may be impacting the future outlook for these students. At the same 
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time we will look at oppositional behavior and the difference between the high achieving 
immigrant students and the underachieving group. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 
This study focused on fourteen high school students of African descent. This 
research incorporates data collected with both qualitative and quantitative methodologies. 
The final chapter of this study will summarize the more significant findings that came out 
of the data and offer directions for further research. 
Summary 
The students in this study were identified by teachers as academic high achievers 
or academic underachievers. Based on the interviews, demographic information, and 
student self-concept profiles, several significant findings emerged (these findings are 
summarized in table 2). 
Table 2: Significant Findings 
i 
Significant Findings: Differences Between High Achieving and Underachieving Groups 
Attrition 
Ethnic & Linguistic Split 
Value of Education 
Motivation 
Goals 
Time Management 
Extracurricular Activities 
Self-Concept 
Teacher Identification 
Attrition 
The first significant finding comes from the attrition in the underachieving group. 
Of the original nineteen underachievers identified by teachers, only five participated in the 
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focus group. Two students were suspended, two students were constantly absent, one 
moved out of district, and one dropped out to care for his pregnant girlfriend. Of the 
remaining thirteen one was Latino and seven out of the final twelve chose not to 
participate, their reasons unclear. This is significant because it is impossible to get a 
personal perspective or an understanding of the factors leading to underachievement if you 
cannot speak with the students. Without this perspective it is relatively impossible to make 
significant improvements in the educational system. 
Ethnic and Linguistic Split 
The second significant finding to come out the data was the division of ethnic 
groups within the black student sample in this study. The entire underachieving group is 
African-American while the high achieving group consists almost entirely of African 
heritage students who are recent immigrants or first generation US bom citizens. This 
finding might appear to confirm Ogbu’s theory of voluntary and involuntary minority 
groups that was discussed in chapter two. 
While it is clear that there is an ethnic split between the African-American and 
African heritage students in this study. I would argue that the underachievers in this study 
did not reference white culture or any variation or that topic as having any impact on their 
achievement. Their lack of academic success is not seen by them as a way to be anti-white 
by any means. Although students and their parents have experienced institutionalized 
racism, I would put forth the idea that these students have not responded by developing 
an oppositional culture, but have faced rejection by taking other opportunities to work 
toward success. 
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There was also a linguistic split between the underachieving and high achieving groups. 
The underachievers in this study all were monolingual with English being the only 
language used at home and school. Seventy-five percent of the high achievers in this 
study were bilingual. They were fluent in both English and their parents native languages. 
Further research would need to be conducted to establish the importance of bilingualism 
on education achievement. 
Value of Education 
The underachievers in this study do not view education as a means toward a 
successful future, the high achievers are the exact opposite. Another significant finding 
shows all of the students in the study to value and respect education on a certain level. 
The point of difference between the groups is the fact that high achievers view education 
as valuable to themselves while the underachievers view education as valuable for other 
students. This finding is in agreement with Mickelson’s (1990) theory on abstract and 
concrete attitudes toward schooling. Mickleson found that students are capable of holding 
two differing views regarding education. On an abstract level students in both groups 
value education as an important tool for success in our society. On a concrete level the 
high achievers see themselves as able to benefit from an education, while the 
underachievers do not see direct benefits in obtaining an education. The question remains 
how do some students form contradictory abstract and concrete attitudes that value 
education. 
The high achievers stated that their parents and families held high expectations and 
values toward education. The underachievers stated that their parents and families did not 
have high expectations and they devalued education as a tool for success. Family values 
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and beliefs do impact the students attitude and behavior toward school in this population. 
Parental attitudes and values regarding education are instilled in their children. According 
to Ogbu, black adults often do not see the value in education due to what they see as a 
“job ceiling” (Cross, 1999; Ogbu, 1991). If parents do not value education, motivate their 
children to succeed, and see the value of education, children will often adopt this same 
belief system (Ogbu, 1986; Roscigno, 1999). This devaluation of education is visible 
within the underachieving group in this study. The parents of the underachievers accept 
C’s and encourage students to graduate from high school, yet they do not encourage them 
to further their education or improve their grades. The parents of the high achievers, on 
the other hand, motivate, encourage, and cultivate the students’ academic abilities while 
pushing them toward academic success. 
Motivation 
Another significant finding to emerge from this data focuses on the high achieving 
students’ intrinsic motivation for academic achievement. Without family influences the 
high achievers state they would be motivated to further their education on their own, while 
the underachievers state they are getting their high school diplomas to please their parents. 
The high achievers appear to be intrinsically motivated to achieve academically. One 
could infer based on Fisher (2000) and Kaplan’s 1999 study that both importance peers 
family play a role in developing students’ intrinsic motivation. If students do not have 
proper support networks students may not pursue academic success. In this study it is 
clear that the high achievers have support networks that have instilled a sense of value 
regarding education and these students are now self-motivated to learn. The 
* 
underachievers do not have support networks that value education. Therefore they are 
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not motivated to succeed academically. What is not as clear are what factors contribute to 
a student’s intrinsic motivation, this could be a topic for future research. 
Goals 
The fifth finding to emerge from the data is related to the importance of having 
explicit future goals. During the focus groups it was clear that the high achievers in this 
study have specific attainable goals and plans for the future, including college and 
employment. Although the underachievers did possess some thoughts about the future 
they spoke of goals such as becoming a rapper. A career as a rapper is not traditionally 
seen as a legitimate career goal or related to the formal education system. While teachers 
could use this career goal to spark a student’s interest in English class or poetry for 
example, students with these types of career goals are often dismissed as having no goals 
at all. This group of underachievers did not refer to goals such as going to college or any 
plans past the twelfth grade based on meritocracy. This lack of investment in education 
and the system of meritocracy may decrease a students’ desire or motivation to succeed 
academically. It is apparent from this data that the high achievers have been raised by their 
families to aspire toward the traditional “American Dream” including college, successful 
employment, and raising a family. The underachievers also have goals but they are not 
what is deemed to be the “American Dream”. They include graduating from high school, 
perhaps becoming a rapper, or attending community college. Once again this data 
suggests that underachievers have not given up on life in general. They still have goals 
t 
however being academically successful may not be a priority. 
, 
• • 
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Time Management 
Two findings that were unexpected and not incorporated in the review of the 
literature were the students’ time management skills and participation in extracurricular 
activities. Time management was an important factor for the high achievers. They are 
very motivated to succeed and participate in many extracurricular activities. Therefore 
they must plan and utilize their time appropriately. The high achievers utilize time 
management skills such as: pre-planning activities, scheduling with parents, daily planning 
books, utilizing breaks between activities and school to complete small tasks such as small 
homework assignments, eating meals, or communicating with peers. The underachievers 
did not express concerns regarding time management. They believe academics and any 
school related activity, including homework, should be completed during the school day, 
i.e. between the hours of 7:20AM-1:50PM. The underachievers feel they have plenty of 
free time to enjoy after the school day has ended. 
Extracurricular Activities 
Another interesting point that was not discussed in chapter two is the students 
level of participation in extracurricular activities. As this study progressed this topic 
emerged as a significant possible contributing factor to academic success or 
underachievement. In House’s (2000) study it was shown that involvement in volunteer 
work and student clubs show a slightly positive correlation to students’ perceptions of 
their drive to achieve. Cooper et al. (1999) found that increased participation in 
extracurricular activities is positively associated with better grades, and is consistent with 
the theory that involvement in extracurricular activities helps to form a positive 
% 
identification with school (Marsh, 1992). As shown in chapter four the high achievers in 
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this study participate heavily in extracurricular activities. These same students often take 
leadership roles within these extracurricular activities. Participation in these activities may 
benefit these students by giving them a positive identification with school (House, 2000; 
Cooper et al., 1999; Marsh, 1992). 
Participation in extracurricular activities often requires practice and a strong work 
ethic. A commitment to practice for these various activities ma be analogous to studying 
for academics. Taking leadership roles within these activities also may be build self 
confidence. The high achievers are participating in several activities and this forces them 
to manage and schedule their time in such a manner that academic work gets completed. 
By contrast only two of the female underachievers participated in extracurricular activities. 
Both girls played softball. Garzarelli et al. (1993) document that academically weak 
students tend to participate in fewer extracurricular activities. 
Self-Concept 
A more surprising finding from this research is that the overall self-concept 
between the two groups was not significantly different. The self-concept of academically 
gifted students self-concept is associated with academic percentile, gender, and 
extracurricular activities. While the self-concept of academically weak students is 
associated with extracurricular activities but not with gender or academic percentile 
(Garzelli et al., 1993). Therefore, self-concept may be directly impacted by various 
factors. A students’ self-concept may have little to do with academic performance if they 
have not been socialized to see the value in education. Byrne (1996) also shows how self- 
concept is multidimensional. With an understanding of the multidimensional nature of 
self-concept it is easy to see how students who are underachieving may chose to focus on 
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other aspects of their self-concept whether it be physical, popularity, or behavior rather 
than academic achievement. It is also understandable that students may not have a strong 
investment in academics and view average academic work as positive in terms of self- 
concept development. 
Teacher Identification 
A final surprising finding relates to teacher identification of student participants in 
this study. The school district identifies all black students as African-American. The 
teachers in this study volunteered because they have a self-identified concern for the 
achievement of minority students. It was assumed by the researcher that teachers within 
this study would be able to differentiate African-American students from other African 
heritage students. That assumptions was proven wrong. Teachers in this study identified 
Latinos, Africans, Haitians, Dominicans, and a variety of other immigrant groups, all as 
African-American. How can we begin to understand various ethnic group 
underachievement, in this case African-American, if we cannot identify the population? 
Not all black students have a similar historical context within the United States. How can 
educators document academic challenges within the African-American community if they 
cannot identify the population being studied? 
Suggestions for Further Study 
All of this being said the findings from this research have brought several questions 
for further research, the questions are as follows: 
1. How does the ethnic background of black students impact high achieving and 
underachieving groups? 
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2. How do the multidimensions (ie. Physical, Social, Academic, etc.) of self-concept 
impact academic achievement? 
3. How do academically underachieving students identify success? 
4. Have educational researchers, such as Ogbu, confused causes with effects, i.e. 
rejection vs. opposition? 
5. Is participation in extracurricular activities self motivated or encouraged by others? If 
so who? How is the commitment to practice encouraged and does this commitment 
transfer to academics? 
This study explored some of the contributing factors that impact academic 
achievement in students of African descent. However, this study needs to be conducted 
on a larger population. More demographic data from the students is necessary to gain a 
better understanding of the links between factors. Future research might focus on parental 
and family involvement, as well as family educational attainment. 
The high achievers mentioned the amount of hours spent practicing or rehearsing 
for their various activities several times during the course of the focus groups. In soccer, 
basketball, theater, dance, and singing, all of these students have devoted countless hours 
from a very early age to strengthen their talent. Do in fact the years of practice and 
dedication toward activities that offer delayed gratification promote academic resiliency? 
Practicing for a sport or concert is analogous to studying for an exam. In both cases the 
high achiever goes back to practice and to studying to try again for the next game or 
exam. The underachievers have not had the same experience. They do not participate in 
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these types of activities. Is it possible that they have not been exposed to, and adopted, 
skills that would promote academic resiliency and success? 
Lastly, an examination of the intersections of ethnicity and gender would benefit 
this research. The data from this study documented a difference as to how young women 
in the high achieving group were expected to behave as students and daughters in 
comparison to the young men in the study. Further research could identify how the 
intersection of gender and ethnicity impacts academic achievement or underachievement. 
Conclusion 
This study was an exploratory study designed to identify factors related to the 
academic achievement of African heritage students. The significant findings include 
differences in ethnic background, participation in extracurricular activities, parental 
attitudes toward school, student attitudes toward school, and differences in the formation 
of goals. 
Based on this data one can conclude that high achievers of African descent are 
more motivated and invested in their education as a result of various factors including 
family influences; self determination; time management; goals for the future; and 
participation in extracurricular activities. One can also conclude that the underachievers 
have been unable to achieve their full potential, as measured by their teachers, due to 
factors that include: family influences; peer influences; previous academic experiences; and 
lack of self motivation or concern for the future. This research can be beneficial to 
educators and researchers as they continue to unravel the complexities of academic 
achievement and students of color. 
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APPENDIX A 
TEACHER INTERVIEW GUIDE 
• What subject areas do you teach? 
• How many students do you see per day? Per class? 
• What would you say your racial demographics are in your classes? 
* Does it matter what level the class is? 
• How do you identify high achieving students in your classes? 
* What criteria did you use in selecting the high achievers in this study? 
* Did you find it difficult identifying high achieving African heritage students 
for this study? 
• How do you identify underachieving students? 
* What criteria did you use in selecting the underachieving students in this 
study? 
* Did you find it difficult identifying underachieving African heritage students 
for this study? 
APPENDIX B 
CONSENT FORM 
Study of African-American High School Students Academic Experience 
Consent for Voluntary Participation 
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that: 
• I will be interviewed by Ericka Fisher from the University of Massachusetts, in a 
group setting consisting of 4-6 students. 
• The questions I will be answering address my views related to my own academic 
experiences and events that have helped me to become the student I am today. 
• I understand the primary purpose of this study is to identify ways to help African- 
American students succeed in school. 
• The group interview will be tape recorded in order to facilitate analysis of data. 
• My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at any 
time. I understand it will be necessary to identify participants in the dissertation by 
such characteristics as: grade level, gender, etc. Because of the small number of 
participants, I understand there may be some risk that I may be identified as a 
participant of this study. 
• I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time. 
• I understand that results of this study will be included in Ericka Fisher's doctoral 
dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional 
journals for publication. 
A small sample of students may be selected for individual interviews, please circle yes if 
you would be willing to participate in an in-depth interview. 
YES NO 
Student Participant Signature 
Parent/Guardian Signature 
Researcher's Signature 
Date 
Date 
Date 
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APPENDIX C 
STUDENT INTERVIEW GUIDE 
• What classes are you presently taking? 
• Do you enjoy school? 
• How would you describe yourself as a student? 
• Are there experiences that you have had in your lives that you feel were obstacles 
or barriers to succeeding in school? 
* Were you able to get by these obstacles, if yes, how? 
* If no, why not? 
• What experiences have you had in your life that has helped you to succeed in 
school? 
• Do you have a support network? (probe-family, friends, teachers?) 
• What do you think could help you achieve more in the classroom? 
• Do you know any other African heritage students that are high achievers? 
* What does it mean to be high achieving? 
• Do you know any African heritage students who are underachieving? 
* What does it mean to be underachieving? 
96 
APPENDIX D 
STUDENT DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
Date_ 
Student Sex: MALE FEMALE 
Student Grade Level: 10 11 12 
Have you ever been retained a grade in school? 
If YES, what grade?_ 
Have you ever skipped a grade in school? 
If YES, what grade?_ 
Do you participate in school sports or clubs? 
If YES, what activities?_ 
Were you bom in the United States of America? 
If NO, when did you come to the US?_ 
Is English your primary language? 
If NO, what is your primary language?_ 
Is English the language spoken at home? 
If NO, what language is spoken at home?_ 
YES NO 
YES NO 
YES NO 
YES NO 
YES NO 
YES NO 
What is the highest level of education completed by your mother? 
MIDDLE SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL COLLEGE 
GRADUATE SCHOOL DON'T KNOW 
What is the highest level of education completed by your father? 
MIDDLE SCHOOL HIGH SCHOOL COLLEGE 
GRADUATE SCHOOL DON'T KNOW 
How would you classify your family socioeconomic status? 
WORKING CL AS S LO WERCL AS S MIDDLE CL AS S 
UPPER CLASS 
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APPENDIX E 
PIERS-HARRIS CHILDREN’S SELF-CONCEPT SCALE 
1. My classmates make fun of me .... yes ho 
2. I am a happy person .yes no 
3. It is hard for me to make friends ..;.. yes no 
4. I am often sad.yes no 
5. I am smart. yes no 
6. I am shy.   yes no 
7. I get nervous when the teacher calls on me . yes no 
8. My looks bother me.yes no 
9. When I grow up, I will be an important person yes no 
10. I get worried when we have tests in school.yes no 
11. I am unpopular.yes -no 
12. lam well behaved in school .yes no 
13. It is usually my fault when something goes wrong.. yes no 
14. I cause trouble to my family.yes no 
15. lam strong.  yes no 
16. I have good ideas .yes no 
17. I am an important member of my family i.,.................... yes no 
18. I usually want my own way .yes no 
19. lam good at making things with my hands .. yes no 
20. I give up easily .yes no 
21. I am good in my school work .   yes no 
22. I do many bad things .yes no 
23. I can draw well .    yes no 
24. I am good in music.yes no 
25. I behave badly at home . .....yes no 
26. I am slow in finishing my school work .yes no 
27. I am an important member of my class •.... yes no 
28. I am nervous.yes no 
29. t have pretty eyes. ........yes no 
30. I can give a good report in front of the class .yes no 
31. In school 1 am a dreamer ........ yes rio 
32. I pick on my brothers) and sisterfs).yes no 
33. My friends like my ideas .   yes no 
34. I often gel into trouble.yes no 
35. I am obedient at home...!.. yes no 
36. I am lucky .y s no 
37. I worry a lot . es no 
38. My parents expect too much of me.yes no 
J 39. I like being the way I am.*.’..yes no 
40. I feel left out of things .yes no 
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41. 1 have nice hair ..... 
yes no 
42. 1 often volunteer in school  yes no 
43. 1 wish 1 were different . 
n*. np 
44. 1 sleep well at night  yes no 
45. 1 hate school ..... 
46. 
• . . . • . . . ‘ 
1 am among the last to be chosen for games  
77* 
yes no 
47. 1 am sick a l t., yes no 
48. 1 am often mean to other people . 
. yes no 
49. My classmates in school think 1 have good ideas . .......... yes no 
50. 1 am unhappy . yes no 
51. 1 hove many friends....... ■ yos no 
52. 1 am cheerful  . yes no 
53. 1 am dumb about most things . 
• y« no 
54 ! am good-looking .... 
. yes r»o 
55. I have lots of pep 
56. I get into a lot of fights 
57. I am popular with boys 
58. People pick on me 
59. My family is disappointed in m® 
60. I have a pleasant face . 
61. 
.yes 
.....yes ' 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 
71. 
72. 
73 
74. 
75. 
76. 
77. 
78. 
79. 
80. 
yes 
r: 
‘ r*‘ - ..:,^..yes.;- no 
yes 
yes 
When I try to make something, 
everything seems to go wrong ......... 
I am picked on at home . 
• • - • . • •• • , 
I am a leader in games and sports 
I am clumsy .. 
In games and Sports, I watch instead of play ..... 
I forget what I learn . 
I am easy to get along witfl ...... 
I lose my temper easily .... 
I am popular with girls 
I am a good reader.yes 
. . . ~ . ... . .. v • f.”“. • * •* ir-*.i**» 
I would rather work alone than with a group 
I like my brother (sister) . 
no 
no 
no 
no 
no 
no 
• • r 
.f • * 
fK> 
no 
no 
.yes no 
—r-y05 no 
.yes no 
^...r..,........:.,yes no: 
no 
-V 
I am often afraid . 
I am always dropping or hreijking things 
I can be trusted . 
yos no ! 
yes no 
yes 
yes no 
yes ^ to 
yes no 
yes ■ no 
yes no I think bad thoughts... 
I cry easily...*.no 
I am a good person.yes no 
\ 
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